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ABSTRACT
During the 1960s, America’s cities experienced more than 200 cases of 
civil unrest. The purpose of these communal protests was to reverse oppression 
and create an order based on egalitarian principals. The first of these major 
urban rebellions occurred in Los Angeles, California in August 1965. The 
violence found in the South LA uprising represents the evolution of Eric 
Hobsbawm’s social banditry paradigm. Modem social banditry is a combination 
of communal protest against oppressive forces and extralegal activity commonly 
associated with the vigilance movements of nineteenth-century America. This 
type of collective violence with its socioeconomic agenda seeks to emulate the 
philosophy of the legendary English bandit Robin Hood. Attacking the ruling 
hierarchy that has historically exploited the lower classes of society is a form of 
self-defense that supposedly creates more opportunities for economically 
depressed communities. The main targets for this attack on the dominant 
hierarchy are usually law enforcement and merchants that have no respect for 
the community’s values. In South LA, these symptoms are present, and the 
community’s reaction to social oppression reflects the illusionary quality of such 
protests.
I l l
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PREFACE
On August 11,1965, an African-American motorist was pulled over by a 
highway patrol officer who suspected him of drunk driving in a neighborhood in 
the southem section of Los Angeles, California. The arrest tumed into a violent 
incident when the motorist bitterly protested his treatment in front of a crowd that 
had gathered to witness the proceedings. A scuffle ensued when the motorist’s 
mother tried to intervene as the officers arrested her son. The crowd perceived 
this arrest as another example of the long-standing police harassment leveled 
against the African-American community. As the situation at the arrest scene 
became more tense, the police arrested a woman wearing a barber’s smock for 
spitting on the officers. From the crowd’s perspective, it appeared that the police 
were manhandling a woman dressed in a maternity smock. The blatant abuse of 
citizens by a police department known to have antagonistic relations with Los 
Angeles’ African-American community, created an atmosphere of resentment 
and rebellion.^
After the police left the area following the arrests, a full-scale revolt 
erupted in the neighborhood that symbolized a protest against oppression. This 
revolt lasted a week before local law enforcement and the National Guard were
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
finally able to restore order in the area. This communal uprising came at a heavy 
price; as thirty-four people were killed and more than 1,100 people were 
hospitalized from injuries incurred during the week-long melee. Businesses 
located in the area experienced heavy losses as result of the widespread 
violence.
Immediately following the disturbance, govemment officials tried placing 
the blame of the cataclysmic events on a criminal element that existed within the 
neighborhood.  ^This uprising was not the result of some opportunistic thugs 
taking advantage of a chaotic situation.
The events that took place during the second week of August 1965, have 
been termed the Watts Riot. This is a misnomer for several reasons. Watts is a 
district that is part of Los Angeles’ sprawling metropolis and contains only portion 
of the areas directly involved in the uprising of 1965. The uprising began four 
miles to the west in an unincorporated area of Los Angeles County, and the 
looting and burning did not reach Watts until the third day.^  The appropriate 
distinction of this historic event is to call it the South LA uprising. What 
distinguishes this event from an angry riot is the ideological slant that is the 
motivating factor in the violence. A riot is usually defined by its disorderly 
characteristics. The 1965 South LA uprising helter-skelter origin was not without
xi
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order or a purpose. This event was a struggle against oppression and sought to 
overthrow an unjust system.
Historically, South LA has been known as a severely depressed area that 
has been subject economic neglect, racial discrimination and police harassment. 
A legacy of these conditions over a long period of time generated widespread 
anger within the community. Long simmering grievances against an unjust 
system led to a communal uprising that sought to reverse these injustices. The 
predominantly African-American neighborhoods of South LA are the apotheosis 
of a region where these conditions have and still exist. Consumer exploitation, 
inadequate economic opportunities, and harsh repression from law enforcement 
have placed this region on the continual brink of widespread rebellion. The 
violent uprising of 1965 demonstrates that when humans are pushed beyond the 
limits of social control they will strike back against their oppressors. This type of 
violent retaliation usually consists of a community under the pretext that they are 
serving a higher form of justice, taking the law in their own hands.
In the traditional English fable, the protagonist Robin Hood becomes 
legendary by robbing the rich to assist the poor and oppressed. In the South LA 
uprising, the spirit of Robin Hood lived on as the downtrodden proletariat 
attacked those labeled community exploiters to establish a brand of vigilante
xii
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the path toward upward mobility. Violence directed against economic and legal 
oppressors is viewed as form of self defense or vengeance. People in South LA 
felt the need to attack and defend themselves from the Euro-American hierarchy 
that historically exploited the community.
The concept of a community acting in self-defense or vengeance closely 
relates to types of collective violence found in the nineteenth-century American 
West. Many of the criminal gangs prominent during this period were perceived as 
social outlaws. These outlaws were using criminal activity as a way to intimidate 
outside capital interests that dominated the landscape of frontier America. 
Waging a war against consumer exploitation in modem urban America follows 
under the same principle. One of the targets found in the collective violence of 
the latter twentieth-century is the attack on outside merchants who supposedly 
have engaged in exploitative practices. In a sense this is a departure from the 
nineteenth-century West where merchants and social outlaws banded together 
to circumvent the imperialist designs of eastern capitalists. The difference here is 
the spatial distribution of modem American has cultivated a situation where 
oppressors and oppressed operate in roughly the same area.
Richard Maxwell Brown and Richard White have written extensively about 
extralegal activity in the nineteenth-century West. Their studies suggest
XIV
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cooperation between local merchants and social outlaws enabled vigilantism to 
provide stability in the absence of effective law and order. Modem social banditry 
operates in the opposite fashion; the extralegal activity is directed against local 
merchants and law enforcement. While there are parallels between the two 
distinct forms of extralegal activity, the major difference is that modern 
incarnation has no ties to the established order. Even though nineteenth-century 
vigilantism main premise was to proscribe swift justice while discouraging others 
from acting outside the accepted norms of behavior, the strength of these 
movements is based on communal acceptance. Modem social banditry's 
vigilante characteristics are simply an evolution of earlier forms. In the South l_A 
uprising, groups of social bandits joined together to dispense justice against the 
police and merchants for failing to respect communal values and sensibilities. A 
major difference here is that these urban vigilantes do not come from the ranks 
of society’s elite as their nineteenth-century counterparts did.
Historians have examined the socioeconomic problems and legal issues 
that were predominating factors in turmoil of 1960s urban America. The link 
between collective violence of the nineteenth-century and urban rebellions of the 
1960s has been largely ignored. Social historian Richard Maxwell Brown has 
made the connection with his studies on vigilantism in the West, but has not
XV
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expanded the paradigm to illustrate how this type of extralegal activity has 
evolved. The South LA uprising shows that social banditry and vigilantism in 
urban America during the 1960s are closely related.
Examining collective violence in the latter twenty-century and its effect on 
the urban landscape can provide insight into solving a major threat to our 
nation's cities. Studying social banditry in this context will provide an 
understanding into evolution and the appeal of this type of criminal activity. Of 
greater interest is analyzing the failed promise of social banditry in the 1960s and 
how the process continues to recycle itself in South LA. Finally, the analysis of 
modern social banditry may provide clues to what the next step in the continual 
evolution of collective violence will be.
This study seeks to expand the limited extent of knowledge about the 
causes of turmoil in our nation's cities and examine why this type of violence still 
exists in a progressive society. As socioeconomic woes and fears about police 
repression continue to function as vital signs of discontent in urban American, 
there is a need for understanding the rage and anger that fuel communal 
uprisings. This kind of analysis will become very important as America’s 
economic plight becomes increasingly bleak, as does the possibility of a future 
revival of social banditry and indiscriminate violence.
xvi
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Notes
1. The Events of the night of August 11,1965 have been recreated by 
using the details given by CHP Officer Lee Minkus in an August 1990 interview 
done by the Los Angeles Times.
2. Los Angeles Times, Aug. 18,1965.
3. The Washington Post. May 4,1992.
4. Eric J. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Arachic Forms of Social 
Movement in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Manchester, 1959) 22-24.
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CHAPTER 1
The Evolution of Social Banditry: 
From Hobsbawm to South LA
Popular culture has tended to regard the social bandit with a great deal of 
reverence. The exploits of Robin Hood, AI Capone, Bonnie Parker, Clyde 
Barrow, and Jessie James have been captured and glorified in popular mediums 
such as movies, television, and countless works of fiction. There is a continuing 
fascination with this type of social bandit that violates the established form of law, 
but, in the eyes of their admirers, sen/e a higher form of justice. Historian 
Richard White contends that the appeal of these bandits provides insight into 
social conditions and the basic paradoxes of American culture itself.' This 
interpretation in itself refutes Eric Hobsbawm’s paradigm about pre-industrial 
societies that had unclear distinctions about illegal and extralegal activity.
Hobsbawm’s 1959 work Primitive Rebels is the base for most studies 
attempting to interpret and construct the concept of social banditry. He asserts 
that social banditry is a rural phenomenon that occurs only in pre-capitalist 
societies. Agrarian-based peasant cultures in Europe, according to this model, 
had a clear definition of the socioeconomic hierarchy that governed their lives. 
The pre-capitalist peasants understood that they did not have enough economic
1
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clout to challenge feudal lords on questions concerning inequities about the 
distribution of the society’s wealth. The main thrust of social banditry during the 
pre-industrial period was not to overthrow an inequitable system, but to protest a 
tyrannical order that excessively exploited the poor and the oppressed.^
Hobsbawm’s model of social banditry is a modest unrevolutionary protest 
against oppressive forces. The protagonists of these movements are not 
expected by their followers to reinvent the world in equal terms. Their function is 
to make an attempt to reverse injustice and prove to the masses that oppression 
can be met with force. The purpose of action against tyrannical authority in this 
context is to place limits on oppression by implementing their own vision of 
justice. Social bandits are reduced to trying destroy an order that they cannot 
understand by using ruthless violence. The intent of this violence against the 
established order is to instill a fear in them that will serve as a forewarning for 
future uprisings between the upper and lower levels of society.^
Hobsbawm contends that there are no a priori reasons why these 
movements are usually confined to rural peasant areas.'* In this view, social 
banditry is generated by the increasing ambitions of individuals that the dominant 
order has in some way blocked their path toward upward mobility. The idea of 
stealing from the privileged class to reward the less fortunate is a way to curb the 
aggressive actions of the oppressors. Violence directed toward established 
authority is viewed as a form of self-defense or vengeance. Hobsbawm argues 
"that individual rebelliousness is itself a socially neutral phenomenon, and
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3consequently mirrors the divisions and struggles within a society.” ® When a 
social bandit attacks the ruling elite, it gives the ordinary person reason to 
identify with an act of lawlessness. Social bandits are able to thrive because an 
oppressed proletariat is more than willing to deem their criminal behavior as 
acceptable. In fact, it is critical to the model that a social bandit be regarded as 
honorable by the community at large. If a bandit is viewed as a criminal deviant, 
then the local protection necessary for their existence would disappear. Bandits 
who take issue with the oppressors or the state will be protected from harsh 
retribution.®
Hobsbawm bases his findings on the western and southern European 
peasant movements of the late nineteenth and early twentieth-centuries. He 
concludes that social banditry has next to no organization or ideology and was 
totally unadaptable to modem social movements. In addition, this form of 
extralegal activity even in highly developed forms is ineffective at bringing about 
long term social change.^ This application may adequately describe this 
phenomenon in pre-political regions of Europe, but does not fully explain the 
development of similar movements in the nineteenth-century American West.
Americans have embraced the western outlaw as a symbol of 
individualism conversely triumphing over the forces of injustice. The apotheosis 
of this phenomenon can be found in the legends that comprise the folklore of the 
American West. Movies, television, and folksongs have immortalized the actions 
of gunslingers such as the Dalton Gang and the James brothers who were
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4supposedly driven outside the law by tyrannical forces. Historian Richard White 
has taken Hobsbawm's paradigm and transformed it to fit the outlaw gangs of 
the American West. His premise about social bandits finds its basis in 
Hobsbawm’s concept of robbing from the rich to assist the poor. This analysis 
accepts the earlier interpretation that implies social outlaws kill only in self- 
defense or just revenge.
White’s synthesis of social banditry is a refinement of the original 
paradigm. He builds a profile of social banditry in the nineteenth century 
American West by defining its characteristics. Social banditry in the American 
West emerged out of a lawless environment. The concepts of legality, 
extralegality, and illegality were indistinguishable from each other prior to the 
development of the urban West. Types of criminal behavior were ambiguous 
and not restricted to those belonging to the lower echelon of society.
White argues that social bandits are "almost by definition creations of their 
supporters."® The amount of aid and support bandits receive from the 
community is what separates them from ordinary criminals. In the post-Civil War 
period of expansion, their popularity grew because there was widespread distrust 
of existing law enforcement institutions. Social outlaws provided a form of 
protection and security for the less fortunate members of society. Communal 
sympathy for these bandits was the vital ingredient in the transformation of the 
outlaws into local heroes. Since many bandits had ties to their communities that 
predated criminal activity, a strong bond existed that helped create of aura of
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5invincibility. The reciprocal effect of this dualistic relationship is that outlaws 
concentrated their efforts on "pillaging” institutions like railroads and banks.
White asserts that this process eliminated the possibility of harming local people 
by concentrating on the institutions local farmers believed were communal 
oppressors.®
White’s interpretation makes note of some the shortcomings found in 
Hobsbawm’s paradigm. He disagrees with the notion that social banditry is 
essentially a rural peasant uprising. Hobsbawm’s use of the legendary bandit 
Jessie James as an example of Americanized peasant champion is a point of 
contention because there was no serf class in the Trans-Mississippi West. White 
believes that the original archetype can be modified by reinterpreting the western 
outlaws as defenders of a traditional society waging a struggle against a modern 
order. Even this solution is flawed by the supposition that both western outlaws 
and their supporters came from modern, market-oriented groups as opposed to 
poor peasant type economies.'®
According to White’s model, class and traditional values are ostensibly 
insignificant in determining the support of social bandits. White asserts that the 
tendency of the supporters of western outlaws to reside in rural areas dovetails 
nicely with Hobsbawm’s assertion of social banditry being a nonurban 
phenomenon . He essentially uses isolated cases to illustrate the connection with 
social banditry and rural radicalism. The case of Frank James justifying his 
criminal behavior by proclaiming that he was restoring prosperity in the region as
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6a response to damage done by eastern capitalists serves as a prime example. 
White does point out that the leading agrarian party in Missouri that crusaded 
against evils of big business objected to the lawless exploits of the James gang. 
This clinches the argument that public support for bandits can only exist in areas 
where the belief in the honesty and competency of law enforcement is virtually 
nonexistent.^ ^
White concludes by saying social bandits did exist in a meaningful sense 
in the American West, although their impact did not necessary extend beyond a 
limited sphere of influence. He agrees with Hobsbawm's contention that these 
outlaws were not particularly interested in enacting long term social change. 
Indeed, the social changes that were in enacted in the Trans-Mississippi region 
owe little to these crusaders of injustice. The accent on individualism and the 
willingness to strike out against oppression is the vital ingredient in the 
subsequent evolution of the outlaw to legend status. The mediums of books, 
movies, and later television have captured the sense of individualism and in 
effect created a social failure that has transcended into an American defender of 
the less fortunate.’^
While the individual acts of social bandits have garnered notable attention, 
the specter of group action against intolerable oppression has played a 
significant role in American history. Historian Richard Maxwell Brown asserts that 
the “vigilante tradition, in the classic sense, refers to organized, extralegal 
movements, the members of which take the law into their hands."’  ^This type of
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
7group action is a process that is uniquely American. Brown argues that 
vigilantism derived from the absence of effective law and order in the frontier 
regions of rapidly developing American society. The main function of these 
groups was to establish a semblance of security and stability in fledgling 
settlements lacking established institutions. Vigilantism was a response to a lack 
of institutional control; it should come as no surprise that most nineteenth- 
century movements were led by the frontier elite. These “committees of safety” 
were designed to be a short-term solution until competent protection for citizens 
and property could be established.
In a short-term situation of unlawful activity where a local consensus 
called for immediate justice, the result is called instant vigilantism. These swift 
and harsh movements such as the Ku Klux Klan in the post-bellum South, 
bypassed traditional formalities that often comprised more established vigilante 
organizations. Brown asserts that many of the one-shot extralegal movements in 
the American West were products of the desire to dispense rapid justice. He 
contends that instant vigilantism meant the general public had been conditioned 
by previous extralegal action where a precedent was already in place for 
usurping the established boundaries of law. Lawlessness was so prevalent 
among frontier societies that in extreme cases many citizens espoused to 
bypass the formalities of organized justice.’®
The ideology of these helter-skelter movements parallels the basic 
premise behind the motives of most social bandits. Most vigilante groups sought
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8to restore traditional values and customs that were prevalent in their former 
eastem habitats. Even though inhabitants of these embryonic western 
settlements came from different regions, most of them shared similar communal 
experiences. The instant quality of these communities made them easy targets 
for criminals looking to take advantage of the disorganized situation. Without the 
economic base needed for adequate protection, vigilantism was sometimes 
necessary to prevent anarchy. While in most cases the result of vigilante action 
was the opposite effect of social banditry, the two movements shared the same 
principle of popular-sovereignty. Both movements sought to rid their 
communities of a necessary evil that had ordinary citizens consumed in a climate 
of fear and oppression.’®
While the aura of vigilantism appealed to elite and common frontiersmen, 
the need for extralegal action waned as the distant outposts began the process 
of urbanization. As cities began to emerge, new conflicts arose over ethnicity 
and unionism that produced a new brand of collective action. Neo-vigilantism 
replaced the old form of justice that was proscribed to outlaws and horse thieves. 
This type of extralegal justice found its roots in Northern California during the mid 
1850s and differed from its earlier predecessors by its urban characteristics. All 
the features of what Brown terms neo-vigilantism are present in the San 
Francisco vigilance committee of 1856. Neo-vigilantism focused its energies 
against religious groups, immigrants, political radicals, and proponents of 
organized labor.’  ^The Protestant-dominated San Francisco movement of 1856
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9was formed to seize the city government from a Democratic political machine 
that drew its support from Irish-Catholics. This struggle between two religious 
factions typified the social and economic tension that produced these types of 
movements as West entered the urbanization stage.
As America embarked on the age of industrialization, its cities entered an 
era of profound conflict that transcended ethnic and class lines. Urban strife in 
the industrial age emanated from all kinds of social dynamics at work. Racial, 
labor, and class wars wreaked havoc on America's urban cities immediately 
following the Civil War. The mass immigration of people fleeing economic 
hardship in the latter part of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century 
stirred up nativist sentiments that led to widespread neo-vigilantism. Brown 
argues that the McCarthyist attacks on suspected Communists and radicals 
during the early 1950s are proof that quasi-vigilante sentiments remained strong 
in the modern era.’® While the attack on those that were considered unpatriotic 
may have subsided by the 1990s, many people of color continue to distrust all 
forms of institutional authority.
Since 1865, African-Americans in the North and South have often been 
the victims of extralegal activity. From its inception, the Ku Klux Klan has 
created a legacy of fear and intimidation among people of color and religious 
groups that they deemed were of inferior stock. Euro-American Realtors and 
homeowners associations in most American cities during the twentieth century 
formed their own movements in the hopes of preserving racially homogenous
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neighborhoods. Trade Unions and private sector corporations erected similar 
barriers to forestall any competition for employment by nonwhites during this 
period of unlimited industrial growth. These subtle, but economically and socially 
crippling acts evolved in conjunction with post-bellum court decisions that 
essentially created what sociologist Gunnar Myrdal termed in 1944 “a divided 
America.”’®
The polarized climate of American society during the Cold War era gave 
rise to a new form of collective violence. This type of extralegal and criminal 
activity taking place in the post-industrial era is a hybrid of social banditry and 
vigilantism. During the 1960s many American cities were under siege from this 
brand of social justice. Disgruntled urbanites seeking to remedy an abusive 
system was not a foreign concept to America in the 1960s. Scholar Paul Gilje 
asserts that the forms of popular “mobocracy” practiced by many Euro- 
Americans in the mid-eighteenth century New York City assumed a quasi 
legitimacy by those who participated in these protests.^ The difference with the 
modem version of urban disorder is that most of the participants are non-white 
and they are rebelling to overthrow an oppressive order.
Racial conflict is a common feature of American society that can be traced 
back to the early nineteenth century. Usually an event such as an alleged rape, 
economic dispute, or the threat to a traditional way of life spurs the dominant 
culture to attack a defenseless minority. The first half of the twentieth-century 
has witnessed several incidents in which the stronger Euro-American faction of a
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community unleashes ruthless violence directed toward small enclaves of 
minority groups (often African-American). The East St. Louis riot in 1917 
provides a solid example of this kind of racially motivated violence. This conflict 
stemmed from animosities that developed when a local ore company brought in 
African-Americans from the South to thwart the spread of unionism.
Disenchanted Euro-American workers vented their frustrations by killing African- 
Americans and sacking their neighborhoods.^ ’
Scholar William Holmes argues that outbreaks of collective violence are 
frequently comprised of individuals who could not express themselves well and 
are often misunderstood.^ While in some cases like the vigilance movements of 
San Francisco in the 1850s, Holmes' assertion does not necessary qualify.
Those movements involved many of the city's elite and they had no problem 
enforcing their economic agendas.
Social banditry and later outbreaks of collective violence in the twentieth- 
century fit Holmes' assertion remarkably well. The massive urban rebellions of 
the 1960s are case studies of the oppressed lashing out against unresponsive 
establishment. Civil disorder during this period is a reversal of the characteristics 
found in urban violence earlier in the century. Unlike previous instances of unrest 
where an angry Euro-American mob attacked a minority community, this 
violence is directed towards the dominant hierarchy.
The emergence of the “angry black mob” is a historic departure from the 
inarticulate minority employing a passive stance against harsh repression. This
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form of violent protest is unique to American uprisings for it involves 
characteristics of all the types of illegal and extralegal activity discussed earlier. 
The collective violence and sociopolitical agendas found in nineteenth-century 
movements are present in modem social banditry. What makes these social 
disorders atypical is the way they redefine the narrow characteristics of previous 
modes of interpreting those who violate the established form of law while trying 
implement a brand of justice that represented the common people. This new type 
of urban justice emanates from an urban rebellion that occurred in the southern 
section of Los Angeles, California, in 1965. The South LA rebellion was the 
catalyst of the major urban disturbances that dominated the American 
landscape during the 1960s.^ ®
The flames and violence that devastated South LA in 1965 were the 
culmination of repeated mistreatment by law enforcement officials, poor 
economic conditions, and a loss of faith in a system that is supposed to provide 
all individuals with an opportunity to succeed. When given time to ferment, such 
conditions produce the same climate that had given rise to the social bandits and 
vigilantes of yesteryear. South LA's uprising in 1965 is a watershed in 
reinventing the way scholars can examine the depth and characteristics of 
collective violence. This uprising essentially puts the study of urban protest in 
modem context.
The participants in the South LA uprising were both social bandits and 
vigilantes who were not restricted by traditional interpretations. 1960s Southern
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California was an important cog in a vast industrial defense complex, as opposed 
to an under-developed society. While those who took to the streets during the 
uprising may have shared Hobsbawm’s European peasants' economic woes, 
they had a clear understanding of the political and social ramifications of their 
collective action. These were not the pre-political people that Hobsbawm claims 
have not yet found a specific language to express their aspirations about the 
world.^  ^ Participants who seized booty during South LA's uprising were fully 
aware of the wealth and opportunities being denied to them. The modus of 
Hobsbawm's pre-capitalist social bandits is to destroy an order of which they do 
not understand. Modern social bandits are attempting to destroy the established 
institutions because they understand society's unequal distribution of resources 
and power. Although the intent of pre-industrial social banditry is to instill fear in 
the established order, the modem version seeks a revolution that will bring about 
equality for all. This process of reshaping the dominant hierarchy concurs with 
Hobsbawm's notion that social banditry emanates from individuals seeking to 
remove the obstacles blocking the path toward upward mobility. Earlier 
interpretations conclude that social banditry has no organization or ideology. 
While the former may apply to South LA, the specific targets of some of the 
violence during the uprising suggest there was a purpose to this wanton 
destruction.
Aggressive tactics by law enforcement and poor business practices by 
Euro-American merchants provide the cause for collective violence. Richard
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White argues that social banditry in the American West grew out of a lawless 
environment. In the post-industrial West, social banditry is a product of an 
environment where law enforcement plays a totalitarian role. The backlash 
against the police state in South LA is a reversal of the frontier days when 
people protested because of a lack of protection. South LA and the “Wild West” 
are linked by a historical thread that confirms criminal behavior in social 
upheavals is not confined to alienated incorrigibles. A division does exist within 
the community of the modem model that is absent from White’s synthesis. 
Nineteenth-Century merchants and bandits were often allied together against 
exploitative corporate interests in the rapidly emerging urban West. During South 
LA’s uprising, local merchants were one of the many targets branded with the 
label of exploiters of the community.
The modern social bandit is an evolution from the “Robin Hood” archetype 
that is an individual defender of lower class values. Instead of a single defender 
of justice, a group of disgruntled citizens assumes the role of communal 
protector. Communal justice proscribed by modem social bandits is reminiscent 
of nineteenth-century social outlaws who represented the interests of the lower 
classes of society. Modem social banditry parallels the actions of western 
outlaws more than Hobsbawm's pre-political Robin Hoods. Richard White's 
paradigm about westem outlaws recognizes the importance of communal 
cooperation as the vital ingredient for success. Modem uprisings need heavy 
participation by citizens to balance the strength of law enforcement who are
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professionally trained and have access to sophisticated weaponry.
A major difference between White’s outlaw concept and twentieth century 
urban guerillas is the impact they leave on the society at large. The frontier 
bandit is lionized via artificial mediums such as movies and television. White has 
argued that the impact of social outlaws during the nineteenth century was 
insignificant outside their base Of operations. In either model of social banditry in 
the West, public support for collective violence can only thrive where the belief 
in the honesty and competency of law enforcement is nonexistent. What 
prevents this notion from being universal is the ideological slant of the modern 
rebels. The nineteenth century crusaders were not necessarily interested in 
enacting long term social change. Historian Gerald Home attributes the growth of 
Black Nationalism to the explosive impact the South LA uprising had on 
members of this socially disenfranchised race.^ ® The argument has been made 
that the destruction and death in the 1960s attributed to urban rebellions 
prompted American society to reevaluate the distant relationship with its 
ethnically diverse population. Quasi-social change was enacted in urban 
America, because, large numbers of minorities took to the streets to violently 
protest their denial of equal opportunities and protection.
The nature of collective violence in the 1960s bears a resemblance to the 
westem vigilance movements of a century earlier. Richard Maxwell Brown has 
referred to the vigilante tradition in the West as organized extralegal movements 
that feature ordinary citizens taking the law into their own hands. As we will see
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
16
in the South LA uprising, the modem bandits were not necessarily organized, but 
their tactics resembled the collective action employed by frontier vigilante mobs. 
The difference in 1965 South LA is the citizens banded together to protect 
themselves from a totalitarian police force rather then from law enforcement that 
was not existent or ineffective. It can be argued that South LA and similar urban 
rebellion occurring during the 1960s are closer to Brown’s concepts of instant 
vigilantism and neo-vigilantism.
Urban social banditry, with its vigilante characteristics, is triggered by a 
spontaneous event that unleashes years of resentment and hatred. The South 
LA uprising is the apotheosis of this argument. A routine traffic stop triggers a 
rebellion that is the culmination of years of police brutality and economic 
oppression. The helter-skelter quality of this instant uprising is a mirror image of 
Brown’s concept of instant vigilantism. In the frontier model, prompt collective 
action was a mandate of citizens wishing to forego the traditional formalities of 
organized justice.® On a warm summer evening in South LA, the anger of 
citizens witnessing what they perceived as flagrant police brutality ignited them 
to lash out at their oppressors. When citizens in hostile or lawless environments 
are pushed beyond the limits of social control, the result is swift and harsh 
retaliation. African-Americans of the 1960s were not unfamiliar to rapid verdicts 
imposed on citizens thought to be disrespectful to the common decency of a 
community. The violation of this code in the Southem United States meant 
lynching for many African-Americans. Therefore, it is not shocking to see groups
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of disgruntled African-Americans in South LA attacking Euro-Americans they 
believed to have shown no contempt for their code of honor.
If the reversal of the lynch mob was occurring in the rural South there 
could be a direct correlation with the traditional model of vigilante action. 
However, this brand of collective violence emanates from the urban Sunbelt.
The South LA uprising falls under Brown’s concept of neo-vigilantism. The 
socioeconomic ills of South LA during the 1960s that developed as result of post- 
World War II growth are the exact symptoms that fed collective violence in 
America’s cities a century earlier. The obvious difference is what transpires in 
South LA and more than 200 cities during the 1960s in urban America, and 
nineteenth-century collective violence is the reversal of roles during these 
conflicts. Post-Civil War neo-vigilantism sought to intimidate and eliminate 
minorities, labor agitators, and others that town elites deemed undesirable by the 
majority consensus. This brand of collective justice does not enjoy the luxury of 
being sanctioned by the leading authorities of the community; modem urban 
bandits truly are operating outside of established law. Instead of being targets of 
the dominant group, they are making a direct assault against the property and 
authority of the established order. It will be argued in this study that urban social 
bandits of the post-industrial era are the quintessential defenders of the 
oppressed. People who rebelled in the 1960s lived in an era of prosperity that 
may never be equaled. The fact that many people living in America’s inner-cities 
had received a minimal slice of the cornucopia of wealth being generated during
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this period made them prime candidates for the urban revolution that took 
America by storm in the 1960s. It must be understood that modem social 
banditry is flawed because it does not completely reverse the injustices that it 
seeks to overthrow. Instead, superficial solutions were developed by the 
dominant order to forestall further outbreaks of collective violence and, in the 
long run conditions in the oppressed community from a socioeconomic view stay 
the same.
Even so, one might say South LA is the flashpoint for the germination of 
modem social banditry. Southem Califomia is the home of stars and dreams, 
and throughout its history has provided an illusionary quality to those who visit or 
reside within its environs. Generations of African-American toiled in obscurity in a 
place where most Euro-Americans were oblivious to their plight or existence. 
Unlike the oppressive South, from where many African-Americans emigrated, the 
City of Angels was supposed to be the land of opportunity. Los Angeles proved 
to be a cruel irony for many people who left hostile climates in search of a better 
life. Life in Los Angeles was more cruel and psychologically inhumane than the 
so-called terrible places that many people fled. The catharsis of this crucible of 
disappointment shed its fury and resentment during a 144-hour siege against 
unjust authority in August 1965. During this battle for control of South LA, social 
bandits engaged in activities that were illegal, but in their eyes they believed that 
a higher form of justice was being established.
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CHAPTER 2
Building A Bridge for Social Banditry; 
The Evolution of Neglect in South LA
While popular culture has embraced and lauded the exploits of social 
bandits like Jesse James and Black Bart, the 1960s incarnation of social banditry 
is more likely to make people recoil in fear. The bandits of yesterday became 
galvanized as legends by word of mouth, while today's champion of the 
underclass is likely to have their feats broadcast right into your living room. The 
urban unrest that was an integral part of the 1960s vividly thrust the frustrations 
of African-Americans and other minorities into the psyche of a previously 
unobservant society. As long as invisible minorities remained in their place, the 
rest of the world could go on fulfilling their aspirations as if success or failure 
were a personal choice. A generation of African-Americans knew that equal 
opportunity and protection in the land of the free was a fallacy, and this fact 
gnawed at them on a daily basis. The 1960s saw the culmination of decades of 
frustration unleash itself in a series of ethnocentric retaliations that sought to 
even the balance sheet on past injustices. During the 1960s the aspirations of a 
long term battle to gain full civil rights for African- Americans began to gain 
legitimacy.
21
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Legislation such as the 1964 Civil Rights act gave the appearance that 
America had finally came to terms with its complicated history of race relations.
In reality this was a cruel illusion that would be shattered by events that would 
take place in America’s inner-cities over the course of the subsequent three 
years. The Kemer Commission, a national advisory committee formed to study 
urban unrest during the 1960s, firmly asserted that the nation's cities were 
essentially two separate societies, one white and the other black. The 
commission went on to note that not only were blacks segregated from 
mainstream society, but they were in an unequal position to compete in society.’ 
The epitome of this bold indictment on society could be found in a most unlikely 
place. On the surface. Southern Califomia did not seem like the place where a 
major ethnic revolt would transform the nature of race relations in American 
society. A statistical study commissioned by the Urban League in 1964 rated 
Los Angeles first among sixty-eight cities in terms often basic aspects of black 
life. The McCone Commission, a panel appointed by Califomia Governor Pat 
Brown to study the 1965 South LA insurrection, asserted that “Awhile the Negro 
districts of Los Angeles are not urban gems, neither are they slums....the 
opportunity to succeed here is probably unequaled in any other major American 
city."  ^Even with that glowing assessment beneath the surface all was not well in 
the City of Angels.
Racial unrest in seven urban areas during the summer of 1964 was an 
ominous sign that the tension brewing in America's inner-cities was about to
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erupt. Despite its illusionary facade, Los Angeles was not atypical from the other 
cities that had experienced large African-American migrations since 1918. The 
development of a predominately black ghetto in the south-central area of the city 
during the twentieth-century reveals a legacy of covert segregation and 
economic deprivation.
South LA developed out of the subdivision of Rancho Tajuata, a vast 
hacienda that was one of the last vestiges of Mexican Califomia. The partition of 
this rancho and other vast estates in the area are representative of the massive 
land boom that reshaped Southem Califomia after 1880.® Perhaps the first 
interracial conflict in the region was the liquidation of Mexican lands by eager 
Euro-American ranchers and speculators.
South LA retained a rural flavor until 1903 when the availability of cheap 
lands attracted the interest of Southem Califomia land baron Henry Huntington's 
expanding railway lines that were in the process of building the suburban culture 
of Greater Los Angeles. The existence of Watts dates from this period when it 
became an appendage on one of Huntington's interurban lines that connected 
the center of Los Angeles with the fledgling harbor at Long BeachAt  first. Watts 
was nothing more than a scattering of independent real estate subdivisions 
around the junction of Huntington's Pacific Electric Company. The name Watts 
derived from the family that sold a portion of the Rancho Tajuata subdivision to a 
realty company.®
Watts' inexpensive land prices were attractive to farmers, factory workers.
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and speculators. Early Watts featured a cosmopolitan composition that consisted 
of African-Americans, Euro-Americans, and track laborers imported from Mexico. 
The second subdivision in the area established in 1905 was entirely populated 
by African-Americans. Historian Patricia Adler attributes this influx of African- 
Americans to the Pacific Electric Company efforts to break a 1903 strike by 
Mexican track laborers. The company recruited from southem states, a precursor 
to the general migratory pattems of African-Americans coming to California 
during the twentieth century. The unattractiveness of the swampy area and the 
Pacific Electric Company’s desire to halt labor agitation explains how a 
multiracial city evolved in Watts.®
Multiracial cooperation was a striking feature in the history of early Watts. 
Adler explains that the community was drawn together for the purpose of efficient 
and orderly town management. This biracial cohesion in early Watts was 
designed to achieve upward mobility and community unity. The prosperous 
growth of a community that contained a significant number of African-Americans 
garnered the attention of the Ku Klux Klan. The racist organization was 
experiencing a revival in Southem Califomia during the teens just as it had did 
elsewhere. Historian Gerald Home argues the Klan feared that an African- 
American town with elected leadership could be utilized to advanced racial 
interests in the region. Joumalist Robert Conot contends that Watts was 
annexed to Los Angeles in 1926 at the instigation of the Klan in order to dilute 
the black vote which at the time was initiating an attempt to gain control of the
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small municipality/
Although ethnocentric motivations played a role in the annexation of 
Watts, the scarcity of an adequate water supply ultimately sealed the small 
town’s fate. Adler points out that a multi-ethnic political coalition in Watts favored 
annexation to Los Angeles because it wanted to utilize the city’s new water 
source, the Owens Valley Aqueduct. The local chapter of the Klan opposed 
annexation because they believed it would mean higher taxes and big city 
extravagance. The end result of this controversy fairly typified the fate of many 
small Southem Califomia communities during the early twentieth century. A large 
number of small municipalities that needed to liberate themselves from unreliable 
wells became permanent partners with the city of Los Angeles.®
The crippling effects of the depression years fostered a gradual shift in the 
racial composition of the Watts District. Euro-American families began to leave 
as the region’s economic situation became progressively worse. Euro-Americans 
who were able to find work during the depression no longer shared the 
communal ties of earlier times. The Watts area became an African-American 
island that was surrounded by concentration of Euro-American towns and cities. 
These lily white areas prevented African-Americans with economic resources 
from leaving the rapidly deteriorating neighborhood by enacting a series of 
racially restrictive covenants. Gerald Home contends that more than 100 
lawsuits between 1937 and 1948 were filed in Los Angeles Superior Court 
enforcing these housing covenants.®
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The segregated African-American community in South Los Angeles 
produced an unique blend of culture that was distinct from other area’s of the 
city. Novelist Ama Bontemps argues that blacks once removed from the 
influence of whites did not acquire the inhibitions of their city brothers.’® South LA 
developed a cultural milieu that was very similar to the African-American 
community in New Orleans. Central Avenue became an area where many jazz 
musicians honed their talents in honky-tonks and speak-easies.” While South 
LA may have been epicenter of black culture on the West Coast during the 
depression era, this glowing distinction could not hide the fact that area was 
experiencing overcrowding problems that would be harbinger of trouble to come. 
The economic strain caused by the depression meant the city fathers would not 
allocate funds needed for the capital improvements that might have of alleviated 
overcrowding problems. World War Il s defense boom worked to solidify the 
forces that trapped many of Los Angeles’ African-Americans in a isolated and 
alienated ghetto.
As a result of World War II and later the Cold War hysteria, Califomia 
experienced unparalleled economic prosperity. The state became a major 
industrial complex and this made Los Angeles and the Bay Area points of entry 
for many emigrants seeking a better life. Black and Mexican workers did not 
receive full benefits from the astronomical growth of the state’s economy during 
the war years. Trade unions and private sector cooperations denied access to 
minorities, confining them to low-wage employment. The slow employment of
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African-Americans and other nonwhites in the booming defense industry further 
escalated the racial isolation emerging in South LA. Euro-Americans who had 
not left during the depression now departed in large numbers as their economic 
situation improved. White flight from South LA during the 1940s paved the way 
for many African-Americans fleeing economic deprivation to emigrate to the 
area.
Scholar Robert C. Weaver has argued that the wartime boom in Los 
Angeles cemented the foundations of a black ghetto in the southem environs of 
the city.’^The rapid influx of African-American migrants during the 1940s 
worsened the existing housing crisis. The defacto housing segregation rampant 
throughout Los Angeles in effect was sowing the seeds of discontent. The defeat 
of Axis powers and the downsizing of the defense complex voided any significant 
gains made by most African-Americans during the 1940s. Nonwhite workers who 
were often the last to be hired could expect to be the first to be dismissed as 
servicemen returned from overseas duty.
The end of World War II and the subsequent reconversion of the defense 
machine created a vastly different Southem California. Lucrative wages in the 
defense industries attracted scores of people to relocate to the Golden State. 
African-Americans came to Los Angeles in large numbers during the war years 
to find a piece of American dream. This mass exodus saw Los Angeles County’s 
African-American population rise by a whopping seventy-eight percent. Spatial 
isolation created by the network of housing covenants meant the newly arrived
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African Americans were doomed to reside in the rapidly deteriorating 
neighborhoods of South LA. Robert Weaver asserts that by 1946, South LA was 
rapidly assuming the characteristics of a racial island.’®
Several factors were responsible for the rapid development of an African- 
American ghetto in South LA. Aside from segregated nonwhite neighborhoods, 
few African-Americans could outbid Euro-Americans for available housing. The 
lending policies of savings and loans associations curtailed any opportunities 
available to perspective African-American home buyers. Even so, African- 
Americans with adequate financial resources could not maneuver around the 
policies of the Federal Housing Administration (FHA). The agency made the 
adoption of racially restrictive convents a condition for F.H.A. insurance of new 
construction.’** The Los Angeles City Planning Commission allowed the fringes 
of South LA to be used for industrial land purposes. Consequently, South LA 
became over congested and simultaneously a health hazard.’®
By 1950, city officials were attempting to cope with the inadequate 
housing situation resulting from overcrowding in South LA. Their solution was to 
use federal money to construct a large number of public housing units in Watts. 
The community regarded this project as a mixed blessing. Although the 
construction would provide space for 9,964 residents seeking homes, the 
massive influx of newly arrived tenants would further weaken the South LA’s 
frayed social structure. New residents were neither homeowners nor job hunters, 
but aid recipients. As a result, community relief agencies could not deal
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effectively with the additional strain on a limited pool of available resources ’®
The emergence of a transient low-income population in postwar South LA 
meant political organization would be hard to attain. Patricia Adler has argued 
that during 1950s the voiceless appearance of an African-American electorate in 
Los Angeles perpetuated the widening gulf between the community and the 
Euro-American ruling hierarchy.’  ^Political organizations in South LA during the 
postwar years were largely ineffective in obtaining access to the political and 
economic structures of the city for their constituents. As a result, there were no 
political organizations that could force a change in the voting pattems of any 
official representing the interests of African-Americans in South LA. Gerald 
Home argues that African-American political organizations in South LA were 
ineffective in the postwar period because the postwar Red Scare movement 
targeted many of their leaders as communists.’® While there are other 
socioeconomic factors that explain the ineffectiveness of the African-American 
electorate, Horne's assertions can not be discounted for one of the major 
complaints after the 1965 uprising was the absence of strong leadership.
The worsening of sociopolitical conditions during the postwar period 
fermented racial tensions between African Americans and law enforcement 
agencies. In the late 1940s and the early 1950s, the Los Angeles Police 
department (LAPD) and the neighborhoods of South LA became involved in a 
cultural struggle that continues to the present. One resident described postwar 
South LA as being a repressive police state where law enforcement does not
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serve as a protectors of the community. LAPD’s aggressive attitude toward 
African Americans reminded many wartime migrants of the repressive 
atmosphere that they had experienced growing up in the South. Mike Rothmiller, 
a former Euro-American officer in the LAPD, claims that racism within in the 
department was not only tolerated, but expected.’® The racist ideology of LAPD 
manifested itself in what Gerald Home calls “a brutality that was a form of 
draconian deterrence.” This policy of making offenders of law endure harsh 
violence to convince others not follow the same path was specifically targeted at 
African-and Mexican- Americans.
By 1964, the relationship between law enforcement and South LA was 
one of mistrust and hatred. James A. Pike, Episcopal bishop of Califomia, 
argued in 1962 that African-Americans felt their grievances against the LAPD 
and Los Angeles Sheriff’s Office (LASO) could not be aired through ordinary 
channels.® Earl Leon Anthony, a reporter for the San Francisco Sun, asserts 
that isolated cases of police brutality in South LA, such as the 1961 shooting of 
two black Muslims by the LAPD, were a common occurrence during the postwar 
period. The McCone Commission heard testimony from witnesses that voiced 
opinions of the police having used excessive force or being disrespectful to 
African-Americans in their language and manner.^’
Inadequate transportation and poor relations with South LA merchants 
played a significant role in the growing disenchantment of African Americans in 
the postwar years. The rapid erosion of Los Angeles’ public transportation
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system as a result of its development of freeways to suburbs and the inability of 
many residents to own automobiles posed another barrier to escaping conditions 
of the ghetto. Lacking mobility, African-American’s were subject to consumer 
exploitation by local merchants. The McCone Commission heard testimony that 
outlined long standing abuses that included higher prices being charged for food 
as compared to the rest of LA, inferior produce on the shelves of store markets, 
and higher interests on consumer appliances.^
Poor socioeconomic conditions in postwar South LA are no doubt a vital 
element in the resentment that sparked the 1965 insurrection. A key contributor 
to this growing resentment was the repeal of Califomia’s fair-housing legislation 
in 1964. Proposition 14 authorized the absolute discretion in sale and rental 
housing by landlords and homeowners. This referendum nullified the anti- 
discrimination provisions outlined in the Rumford Fair Housing Act of 1963. 
Scholars Michael Rogin and John Shover argue that the Euro-American suburbs 
near South LA supported Proposition 14 most strongly, with more than eighty- 
five percent of their vote.“  For many African-Americans in South LA the passage 
of Proposition 14 epitomized their feelings of isolation and neglect. Gerald Home 
contends that many South LA residents felt the passage of Proposition 14 was a 
retum to days of de facto racially restrictive covenants. The repeal of the 
Rumford Housing Act meant African-Americans would have to compete for 
scarce housing in an inflationary market. Many residents began to wonder if this 
measure would perpetuate the inferior education that their children were
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receiving as a result of school segregation already in place.^ '*
As the summer of 1965 approached, South LA had become a different 
place from its interracial composition of the turn of century. African-Americans 
constituted eighty-five percent of population of South LA in 1965.^ ® Although 
African-Americans were not necessarily restricted to Watts, the spatial 
distribution that occurred in the postwar period only widened the confines of 
South LA's racial island. Inadequate employment opportunities, hostility towards 
law enforcement, and poor municipal services left many South LA residents 
angry at system that was doing little to ease their suffering. The sting of non- 
federal response could find easy target in city hall as Los Angeles Mayor Sam 
Yorty refused to release antipoverty funds from Sargent Shriver’s Office of 
Economic Opportunity to neighborhoods in South LA. Gerald Home argues that 
Yorty viewed paternalistic support from the government to the citizens of South 
LA as undermining his support with the city’s conservative elite. As Lyndon 
Johnson’s war on poverty was beginning to take shape in 1965, Yorty’s meddling 
in the distribution of govemment aid was another a slap in the face to the citizens 
of South LA. The long simmering resentment of a frustrated community awaited 
a match to ignite the tender box.
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Chapter 3
Social Banditry in South LA and 
the Duty Not to Retreat
By August 1965, tension caused by economic neglect and hostile 
relations with law enforcement produced a combustible environment in South LA 
that was capable of exploding at the smallest or largest provocation. In the 
previous two years there had been more than 250 incidents of African-American 
protest.’ Although these protests did not escalate into lawless violence, they 
were an ominous prelude to a communal uprising. The repeal of the Rumford 
Fair Housing Act by Califomia voters the previous fall had generated widespread 
resentment throughout Los Angeles’ African-American community. Gerald Horne 
argues that anyone who followed the pulse of the community probably foresaw 
the impending firestorm coming to South LA.^  Even so, officials in city hall 
ostensibly did not pay enough attention to the turmoil brewing among African- 
Americans to prepare for the 144 hours of insurrection that would leave an 
indelible stain on the city’s storied image.
Los Angeles experienced temperate weather during the summer of 1965. 
Until the second week of August, the temperature rarely rose above 80 degrees. 
Starting about August 9th, a fierce heat wave coupled with an inversion layer of
35
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smog caused temperatures to reach the high 90s. On the muggy 11th,
Marquette Frye, a twenty-one-year-old high school dropout, and his stepbrother 
Ronald decided to beat the heat by attending a cocktail party at a friend’s house 
in a South LA neighborhood. The anticipated party did not live up to their 
expectations, so Frye decided that he should get his mother’s 1955 Buick home 
before dinner.
By his own admission, Frye probably had too much to drink when he 
began the short drive home. As Frye traveled north on Avalon Boulevard, about 
four and half miles west of Watts, his erratic driving caught the attention of an 
African-American truck driver. The truck driver informed a Califomia Highway 
Patrol officer of Frye’s dangerous driving. For Officer Lee Minkus, this appeared 
to be a routine traffic stop. Minkus administered a series of sobriety tests that 
Frye subsequently failed. Had Frye accepted the judgement of the arresting 
officer, this routine stop would have been nothing more than a buried file in the 
police archives. The incident did not end there, and the uprising generated by 
this arrest gave rise to a modem form of social banditry and urban collective 
violence.®
At 7 p.m., the temperature was still warm, and many people in the 
neighborhood at Avalon and 116th streets were sitting on their porches seeking 
relief from the simmering heat. As Frye began to argue with Minkus, the curious 
crowd of spectators became larger. Bemused onlookers sensed this arrest of an 
African-American man as another example of police harassment. A family
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acquaintance of the Fryes at the scene summoned Marquette Frye’s mother, 
Rena, from the family home. When Minkus tried to handcuff Frye, a struggle 
ensued, and this act incited a crowd that was at this time approximately 100 
people. Seeing her son attacked, Rena Frye jumped on the back of Minkus and 
was subdued by another officer who arrived at the scene.
Frye’s arrest angered the spectators who perceived this incident as 
another example of their lack of equal rights and protection. As the situation 
became tense, the arresting officers called for reinforcements from the LAPD.
The sound of multiple sirens began to lure more people to the street. About this 
time, Joyce Ann Gaines, a twenty-one-year-old beautician, joined the excited 
crowd that was rapidly increasing. As the police were beginning to leave with the 
Fryes, LAPD officer Gale Gilbert felt a wet sensation on the back of his neck. 
Gilbert thought a woman dressed in a blue barber’s smock had spit on him. 
Sensing a blatant disrespect of the law, he proceeded to arrest the woman on 
assault charges. From an onlookers’ perspective it appeared that the police were 
manhandling a pregnant women dressed in a barber smock. The woman was 
Joyce Ann Gaines, who had just come from her father’s barber shop a block 
away.
The arrest of the Fryes and the supposed manhandling of a pregnant 
woman drove the angry crowd at 116th and Avalon to the point of violent 
insurrection. The arrests had finally produced a situation that released years of 
frustration and neglect in South LA. After detaining Gaines, the police units
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began clearing the area. By the time last squad car left the scene people began 
to hurl rocks and bottles at the departing officers. At 7:45 p.m. the crowd now 
numbered approximately 1,000 people and they only had vengeance on their 
minds. Robert Conot asserts that the people at the scene of Frye’s arrest felt 
they had not been able to overcome the police, but could and would vent their 
anger on anything connected to the establishment.^  This violence tinged 
backlash symbolized the anger that African-Americans in South LA released 
against the dominant order who had traditionally used the police as an 
oppressive force against their community.
Enraged by another example of police brutality, the angry throng quickly 
turned Avalon Boulevard into a war zone. Innocent motorists suddenly found 
themselves in an avalanche of rocks and flying missiles. Since the police had 
vacated the area, angry residents saw this as an opportunity to attack anyone 
resembling the “white menace." The violent mob’s sudden action caught law 
enforcement officials by surprise, and they were ill-prepared to deal with what 
had become a dangerous situation. When the officers returned to the scene of 
the arrest they found groups of citizens involved in lawless acts in every 
direction. As soon as one group of insurgents were subdued, another 
disturbance would break out a few blocks away. Apparently, the word spread 
quickly about the supposed police brutality, and it seemed that everyone with a 
grievance against “The Man" was out in force.®
Eleven days after Marquette Frye’s arrest, the catastrophic violence that
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engulfed South LA was finally stamped out. In the end, at least thirty-four people 
were killed and 1,032 people were injured from the violence that occurred during 
the 144 hour insurrection.® It took more than 16,000 armed personal from the 
National Guard, LAPD, LASO, and the Califomia Highway Patrol to restore order 
in South LA. The uprising caused over $40 million in property damage, which 
further weakened the area’s depressed economy. More than 1,000 buildings in 
South LA were damaged by activities related to the uprising. Of this number, 208 
buildings were completely destroyed by some kind of incendiary activity.^  The 
end of the communal uprising left Los Angeles County authorities with the 
herculean task of processing the thousands of disturbance-related cases. During 
the uprising there were close to 4,000 arrests made. The influx of so many 
prisoners at one time forced city officials to reopen a jail in Lincoln Heights that 
had been previously closed. In the 1,133 misdemeanor cases, 75% of the 
defendants were convicted, while prosecutors were successful in only 55% of the 
felony related cases.
The tally sheet taken in the aftermath of the 1965 uprising does not really 
tell the story of a community that banded together in an attempt to overthrow a 
repressive establishment. While it is obvious that Marquette Frye’s arrest 
sparked the uprising, it is arguable that the 1965 insurrection in South LA was 
not a fluke. There were historic forces that had been at work for some time and 
this pent up anger reached a crescendo during that hot week in August. The 
uprising was not a mindless protest started by frustrated citizens needing to blow
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some steam off; rather there was a social dynamic taking hold in South LA. 
Communal social banditry would be a more apt definition of the violence that 
reshaped Los Angeles in 1965. This collective violence with its vigilante 
characteristics inspired a ferocious protest that often repeated itself during the 
1960s. The violence and the communal pride experienced in South LA in wake 
of the 1965 insurrection arguably provided the inspiration for more than 200 
similar uprisings that occurred during the decade.
A close examination of South LA’s rebellion illustrates the forces at work 
that generate modern social banditry. Unlike the pre-capitalist rebels in rural 
Europe, South LA’s social bandits came from an environment that was highly 
industrialized and urbane in its surroundings. While Hobsbawm has argued that 
precapitalist peasants understood their limitations in the battle against their 
feudal-like oppressors, South LA’s crusaders not only understood the 
repercussions of their struggle with the establishment, but were willing to wage a 
life and death struggle to demonstrate the need for effective change.
The main thrust of modem social banditry is to overthrow an inequitable 
system that excessively exploits the poor and the oppressed. Modern collective 
violence parallels its earlier incarnations by its effectiveness, and, is determined 
by whether or not an oppressed proletariat is more than willing to deem criminal 
activity as acceptable.
The traditional interpretation of social banditry suggests that this type of 
criminal behavior stems from the increasing ambitions of individuals whose path
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toward upward mobility has been impeded by oppressive obstacles. Postwar 
South LA had these types of socioeconomic barriers that can drive ordinary 
citizens to lawlessness. Southem California's defense boom following the 
Second World War created an illusion that there was a “pot of gold”'waiting for 
all that came to promised land. African Americans found life in the sunny 
paradise to be far less than what they envisioned before migrating. The 
Reverend H. H. Brookins, one of South LA's leading pastors, summed up the 
disappointment felt by Southem Califomia’s African Americans, by remarking 
that “where the most hope is built, the awakening to reality hurts the most.”®
The reality facing African-Americans in South LA during the summer of 
1965 was an environment that consisted of minimal economic growth, a 
deteriorating community, and a police force that employed draconian methods to 
make sure minorities understood their place. Decades of spatial isolation and 
social disenfranchisement worked to produce a violent climate that was reflective 
of the divisions of race in America during the 1960s. Many participants in the 
uprising understood Jim Crow’s violent legacy in the regions of the Southern 
United States where intimidation and political manipulation was a way of life. 
Things were suppose to be different in Califomia, but in many ways life in the 
City of Angels tumed out to be far worse.
Ancient English common law states that one who was assailed and in fear 
of death was obliged to retreat before acting in self-defense. Richard Maxwell 
Brown contends that in America a gradual legal revolution reinterpreted this
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common law statute by invoking that a person, otherwise without fault, could 
legally stand fast and, without retreat act in self defense.® The arrest of the 
Frye's and supposed manhandling of Joyce Ann Gaines had given the residents 
of South LA the right to stand one’s ground with what Brown calls no duty to 
retreat. This process of communal self defense has been used to explain the 
struggle between rural communities in Central Califomia with the monopolistic 
interests of the Southem Pacific Railroad Trust. Brown’s No Duty to Retreat 
illustrates a gun battle between homesteaders and the Southem Pacific Trust in 
1880 over disputed land claims in the Mussel Slough area south of Fresno, 
California. This battle for control of the land ultimately leads to bloodshed by the 
rivaling factions and graphically illustrates how this type of collective violence is 
part of western lore. The five deaths in the Mussel Slough gunfight represent a 
group people that chose to defend their property rights with their lives.’®
Enraged by what they perceived as an unlawful invasion of their 
community by oppressive forces, the residents of South LA decided to wage an 
all or nothing struggle to overtum an unjust system. Emboldened with the intent 
of upholding their community values and rights. South LA’s residents unleashed 
their aggression against the perpetrators of their oppression. In the same vein 
as the homesteaders in Mussel Slough with their struggle with Southern Pacific, 
South LA’s residents had legitimate longstanding grievances against local 
merchants and law enforcement. The aforementioned mistreatment and poor 
relations with established centers of power in Los Angeles created a dynamic
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where social banditry thrived.
Poor socioeconomic conditions and a long-standing lack of proper respect 
by law enforcement has been attributed to many communal uprisings in 
preindustrial cultures. What makes the South LA uprising unique is the 
occurrence of a communal uprising in a region that was highly prosperous and 
espoused egalitarian values. Tommy Jacquette, executive director of the Watts 
Summer Festival and an active participant in the rebellion, argues that the 
hypocrisy of eighty-five percent of the African-American population in Los 
Angeles County in 1965 living below the poverty level while others were enjoying 
prosperity was a major source of anger and resentment within the community. In 
this context he believes the issue of a long standing vendetta that law 
enforcement held against the residents of South LA was the catalyst that incited 
people to revolt. When the mass of squad cars descended upon the arrest 
scene of Marquette Frye, the residents of South LA seething with anger and 
frustration decide to fight than retreat.”
A key moment in the proliferation of the South LA uprising is the retreat by 
law enforcement shortly after the arrest of the Fryes and Joyce Ann Gaines. The 
communal perception was that the citizens had recaptured their community from 
the despised LAPD. Tommy Jacquette concurs that this attitude prevailed in 
South LA because the community they felt had put a “licking” on an agency that 
had the reputation of being the world's finest and toughest police department.’  ^
LARD’S retreat from the arrest scene sent a signal to everyone who felt short­
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changed by Los Angeles’ Inequitable hierarchy, that it was time to seek 
vengeance on past injustices. The violent scuffle between the Fryes and law 
enforcement in plain view of many people who had endured years of oppression 
provided the necessary justification to lash out against the unjust system. 
According to Gerald Home, the general consensus in South LA was that the 
blatant behavior of law enforcement, the LAPD in particular, on the hot August 
night had given citizens the right to take matters in their own hands.’®
In the archetypical myth that gave rise to the concept of social banditry, 
the outlaw Robin Hood is involved in direct confrontation with the Sheriff of 
Nottingham. The main emphasis of this mythical tale is to illustrate that even 
though Robin Hood is a criminal by the standards of the Sheriff, he is an outlaw 
in an unjust system and embodies the idealism that society professes.’  ^South 
LA had its own version of the Sheriff of Nottingham with an unjust ideology in the 
person of LAPD chief William Henry Parker. Parker, a South Dakotan, who came 
to Los Angeles in 1927, molded the LAPD’s strategy of dealing with the urban 
menace from his experiences training the police in Germany following World War
II.’® The Chiefs overtly racist views made him a visible target of a community 
that viewed the department’s motto of “to protect and serve ” as symbol of white 
oppression. Parker was notorious for making derogatory statements about 
African-Americans and their propensity to commit criminal offenses. During the 
uprising the cantankerous chief described the actions of African-American 
participants as being akin “to monkeys in a zoo.” He told a reporter that LAPD’s
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Stature in South LA can be described as “we’re on top and they’re on the 
bottom.” The 77th street police station located in the heart of South LA was said 
to have more African-Americans housed there than any other place in the city.’® 
The virulent racism practiced by LAPD and sanctioned by its highest ranking 
officer gave the residents of South LA a reason to attack a legal body that did not 
believe the community had any rights they were bound to respect.
After the sudden retreat of the LAPD on the night of August 11th, the 
actions of the department gave the residents of South LA more reasons to 
assume control of the streets. Ovelmar Bradley, a longtime resident of South LA, 
recalled that she never heard such disrespectful talk from police officers directed 
towards law-abiding citizens as she did during the uprising.’  ^Willie F. Brown, an 
unemployed South LA resident in 1965, saw law enforcement officers beat 
handcuffed African-American men with batons during the uprising.’® A increase 
of belligerent activities by law enforcement following the initial arrest of the Fryes 
gave even the most erstwhile of citizens reason to revolt and reclaim their 
dignity. The retreat of Parker’s troops in the midst of an out-of-control rebellion 
produced an aura of invincibility among those bold enough to rebel. Journalist 
Bill Lane remarked that “Los Angeles was the first city I ever saw where citizens 
quickly rise up, overpower police officers chase them, take their guns and wreck 
their cars.”’® Lane’s account of citizens attacking unjust authorities by trying to 
expel them from the community is a vivid example of the grass roots style of 
vigilantism that took South LA by storm.
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The violent actions of citizens during South LA’s uprising parallel the lynch 
mobs that were a common feature in many nineteenth-century western 
communities. Euro-Americans, who had the misfortune of being in South LA 
during the uprising, found themselves at peril of what can be accurately 
described as instant vigilantism. Richard Maxwell Brown has described this type 
of swift collective action as occurring when a local consensus favors bypassing 
the traditional formalities of justice for immediate action.^ Although the LAPD is 
generally viewed as the chief antagonist of South LA’s citizens, many African- 
Americans living there resented all classes of Euro-Americans. The general 
feeling among many in South LA was that Euro-Americans used the police as an 
oppressive force to ensure that minorities remained second class citizens. Euro- 
Americans traveling through the areas of unrest were subjected to a tribunal of 
citizens bent on seeking redemption for past discrimination.
After the initial flare up at Avalon and 116th, Euro-Americans unlucky 
enough to be in the vicinity were given dose of what feels like to be on the other 
end of a lynch mob. An eighteen-year-old-girl admitted that she threw bricks and 
missiles at any person that resembled a white person. Her terse response to this 
violent action was “...why not do it to you guys [white people]...you’re doing it to 
us...”^ ’ When citizens are involved in a type of mob activity it usually means they 
have been pushed beyond the limits of social control.
Years of frustration can breed such hate that in the moment of passion 
mob participants can not distinguish whether the targets of their rage are
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innocent or guilty. Richard Mojica, a salesman assaulted in South LA during the 
uprising, described look of the roaming mobs as one of being pure hate. He went 
on to say that he sensed “something has made those people awfully mad to 
show this much hatred.”^  One participant in the uprising termed South LA's 
instant vigilantism as their version of what Ku Klux Klan mobs do to African- 
Americans in the South on a regular basis.^ ®
An interesting dynamic that was present in the mob type violence found 
during the uprising was the repeated attacks of African-Americans of a lighter 
melanin. The intensity of this unleashing of the repressed anger meant that any 
person that resembled “whitey” could be subjected to bodily harm. Freita 
Johnson, a South LA resident, recalled years later, that her fair-complexioned 
husband's bus was assaulted because other African-Americans mistook him for 
a Caucasian.The resentment generated by socioeconomic neglect and dislike 
of Euro-Americans fueled a type of vigilantism that saw people seek out targets 
for their aggression and proscribe justice without properly identifying the ethnicity 
of their victims.
The madness of this collective violence directed towards all who looked 
Caucasian prompted Ulysses Price, a light skinned African-American who 
worked for the Los Angles County Human Rights Commission (LACHRC), to 
wear a sign explaining that he was “a brother" while walking through the heart of 
the uprising. Prominent citizens that supposedly represented community 
interests were not immune to the collective vigilantism that overtook South LA.
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Light-skinned Gus Hawkins, South LA’s congressman in 1965, became aware of 
this when he had to be rescued by friends after an angry mob sought to attack 
him because they perceived the govemment representative as a white man who 
did not belong in their neighborhood.^ ® Gerald Home points out the irrationality 
of this indiscriminate violence directed towards people of another color by 
suggesting that the poet laureate of the streets Louis Farrakhan might have been 
attacked on the basis of his light skin.^
Aside from trying to settle scores with people of any other color and the 
LAPD, the looters of South LA main agenda was to attack the merchants and 
businesses that routinely exploited them or refused to hire them on account of 
their skin color. During the uprising property damage to residences and public 
institutions were minimal. There is an easy explanation as to why these types of 
places were spared from the obliteration. Gerald Home theorizes that libraries 
were not harmed because they acted as de facto day care centers for children 
while their parents tried to provide them.^  ^These types of structures did not have 
a overt legacy of discrimination that could serve as reminder of oppression like 
properties owned by merchants living outside of South LA did.
Hostile relations with area merchants over a long period of time had given 
angry residents a stationary target from which they could now seek revenge for 
years of exploitation and poor service. During the uprising there was a 
systematic pattern as to the type of stores and business that were burned and 
looted. At the heart this revolt against outside capital lay several of the basic
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tenets of social banditry. This type of retaliation against outside business 
suggests that South LA's uprising definitely had a communal ideology in its 
scope and focus.
Richard White has argued that social outlaws of the nineteenth-century 
West directed their criminal activity towards outside interests like the railroads 
and eastem banks. This process of attacking outside exploiters enabled outlaws 
to gamer support by attacking entities that were at odds with the community. In 
South LA's uprising the same type of “us against them” mentality existed and 
gives a clear understanding of how social banditry thrived there. The lack of 
good transportation for most residents of South LA meant they were at the mercy 
of the business located in the community.^ ® Most of the businesses in South LA 
were not owned by African Americans; instead they were run by Euro-Americans 
that resided outside of the community. In particular there was an intense 
resentment of businesses that were owned by Jewish merchants who lived in the 
more affluent areas of the westside of the city. The general feeling was Jewish 
stores gladly exploited the community and never gave anything back.^ ® When the 
looting and burning started it was no surprise that Jewish stores and business 
were among the primary targets. Jesse Robinson, a civic activist in South LA 
during the 1960s, alleges that groups of rioters roamed around the areas of 
unrest and selectively picked out Jewish stores for loot and destruction.®® It must 
be pointed out that business owned by other ethnic groups were also burned and 
looted for their failure to provide African Americans with fair service. The issue
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here is a community seeking justice against outsiders that excessively exploit 
them.
In their quest for social justice, South LA’s bandits operated in a similar 
fashion to that of the nineteenth century rural vigilance committees. The key 
element in those struggles with outside capital was the alliance that outlaws and 
local merchants forged for the purpose of developing a united communal front. 
During the uprising residents devised clever methods to protect the interests of 
African-American business and those who were deem to be friends of the 
community. African-American businessmen riding the tide of communal unity 
placed signs on their establishments denoting that they were owned by “blood” 
or “soul brothers.” Many of these business were left unscathed while others 
owned by outsiders in the same vicinity were razed to ground.®’ A merchant 
seeking the same protection placed a sign on his store to explaining that even 
though he was Chinese, he was also a blood brother.®  ^The irony of widespread 
incendiary activity during the uprising is that some African-American business 
were torched and several Jewish stores escaped destruction. Jewish shop owner 
Hyman Hanes’ thrift shop was reportedly spared because he taken the time to 
develop a reputation for faimess in the community.®® Communal protection of 
vested interests and destruction of outside capital during South LA's uprising is 
type of action that makes this event the case study for modern social banditry.
Robbing from the source of oppression to benefit the less fortunate 
members of society is usually a quintessential feature of social banditry. The
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criminal actions of those directly involved in this uprising further illustrate the 
evolution of modem social banditry. For this kind of collective banditry to thrive, 
there must be situation where outside capital has a monopoly of vital services 
and has the community virtually enmeshed in a web of debt. In South LA, both of 
these symptoms were present; eighty percent of the business were own by Euro- 
Americans, and since consumer prices were higher there than any other area of 
city, most residents had to purchase items on credit at usurious rates. In their 
crusade to seek communal justice from their exploiters, residents devised 
strategies that would put them on an equal playing field. John Buggs of the 
LACHRC contends that when the looters attacked the large department stores, 
the first target sought out was the credit records. By destroying any record of 
past debts that residents felt unfairly levied upon them, they effectively created a 
form of economic justice.
Proscribing economic justice was more than just retaliation against 
retailers accused of not giving the community a fair shake, it was also way to get 
things that socioeconomic barriers had prevented people from obtaining. Stan 
Myles, a lifetime South LA resident, insists that people took things, especially 
from pawnshops, because they felt these items were rightfully theirs.®  ^ Alice 
Harris, a welfare mother of seven in 1965, was driven to loot by the prospect of 
obtaining expensive dresses that she could not of afford on her limited budget. 
She recalled twenty years after uprising that some of stores looted “had the best 
clothes there, the kind of things you'd buy at the May Company if you could
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afford it....and I was gonna get me some of those dresses.” Harris concurs with 
Myles’ contention that looting was not outright stealing but more less reclaiming 
what belonged to them. ®® As irrational as that justification may sound from a 
capitalistic viewpoint, people in South LA felt that oppressive forces had denied 
them a chance to enjoy some of society’s finer pleasures. The need by members 
of the lower socioeconomic strata to be on equal terms with whom they 
perceived as being the privilege class is a fundamental premise of social 
banditry.
The sense of being on the bottom of an inequitable system is the 
foundation that allowed this uprising to grow after the initial flare up. Unity is 
essential for social banditry to exist in a collective sense. The rampant trend to 
rebel against institutions of the establishment was fueled by the depressed state 
of the community. Harold Chariot, a South LA resident who lives at the 
intersection where the uprising began, remarked twenty-five years later that were 
not many jobs for blacks and many people were frustrated by the lack of 
opportunity.®® Continued poverty is the element that bound the community 
together and ultimately provides a reason to explain why this uprising garnered 
support. Tommy Jacquette argues that uprising was not about looting and 
burning stores, rather it was act of communal protest to show the establishment 
their system was networking in South LA.®^  Jacquette’s statement of communal 
protest intertwines police brutality and poor socioeconomic conditions, and thus 
attempts to explain how a community of generally law-abiding citizens were
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driven to revolt.
While Americans have embraced the exploits of outlaws in the Wild West 
that triumph over the forces injustice, a similar plaudit is probably not forthcoming 
for twentieth century social bandits. A perception gap between the races has 
prevented South LA's bandits from attaining a “Robin Hood” like status in the 
eyes of contemporary observers. The televised images of African-Americans 
engaging in lawless acts during the South LA uprising perpetuated the 
stereotype that people living ghettos lack the values necessary to function in 
society. Future scholars should contemplate what the public’s reaction would 
have been if lower-class Euro-Americans waged a similar revolt against 
oppressive forces in a major urban city during the 1960s.
The racial uprising that followed the arrest of Marquette Frye has made a 
lasting impact on study of collective violence in urban America. South LA’s 
uprising is a departure from Hobsbawm’s contention that there is no ideology in 
social banditry. This collective protest sought to lash out at a system that was 
unjust and robbed people of their self-respect .The South LA uprising refutes 
Hobsbawm’s’s thesis because the main intention of this protest was to enact 
long term social change. It should come as little surprise that some of the 
uprising’s participants bristle when the event is termed “a riot.” Tommy Jacquette 
reiterates this view by implying that “a riot is without purpose, our revolt was a 
conscious effort to overthrow an unjust system that as a people we are 
guaranteed when a government ceases to serve the needs of its constituency. ”®®
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Giving the uprising an ideological slant further explains how modem social 
banditry is a manifestation of different types of extralegal activity found in South 
LA. Usurping the established forms of law is absent in Hobsbawm’s critique of 
European peasants. Richard White and Richard Maxwell Brown speak of 
vigilante action in their analysis of violence in the nineteenth century West. The 
focus of those studies is concentrated on groups of Euro-Americans banding 
together to rid communities of outside excess, South LA combines similar 
elements while introducing a different dimension. Race and class conflicts are 
not the predominant factor in the previous cases of social banditry. In South LA 
the reason people decide to take the law in their own hands is a belief that are 
being socially and economic discriminated against. The level of opportunism 
found in this uprising illustrates a new type of banditry. In the previous instances 
of this type of extralegal justice it would be unthinkable to loot for the sake of 
obtaining material possessions that people felt they were entitled to. Collective 
lawbreaking gave people a chance to provide for families by taking from the 
privilege in a scene lifted from the mythical Robin Hood.
A lack of an elite component is South LA’s distinction from previous 
instances of communal justice. Nineteenth-century committees of vigilance 
usually were comprised of communal elites and a few strong men that were 
necessary to protect the interests of the latter. South LA’s uprising is the 
opposite in that it is direct confrontation with elite rule of all types. The newfound 
authority derived from collective protest meant traditional leaders and their
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approaches to social conflict were of no use This process is illustrated by the 
cool reception that civil rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. received as he 
visited South LA shortly after the uprising conclusion. The symbol of African- 
American nonviolent protest during the 1960s was told to go back where he 
came from because the people in the street believed they were winning the 
battle against oppression.®® The direct defiance of the law with its violent 
overtones was itself a protest against traditional way Africa- Americans went 
about trying to implement social change. People in South LA bypassed using the 
church and its insistence that prayer was the proper medium to channel anger 
and frustration. This departure can be explained by the demography of Los 
Angeles. Unlike the rural South, where religion tended to bind together poverty- 
stricken communities, Los Angeles offered African-Americans a sense of the 
materialistic vision that reflects what the American Dream is truly about. When 
this dream became a illusion that was out of the reach of most South LA's 
residents, some decided it was time to revolt and try to bring about effective 
change.
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Chapter 4
Broken Arrow: The Shattered Legacy 
of Collective Banditry in South LA
American culture is fascinated with the notion of the underdog triumphing 
over adversity and insurmountable odds. In particular social bandits such as AI 
Capone have come stand for the paradoxes involved in obtaining the American 
dream. Capone’s rise from poverty to become the kingpin of Chicago’s 
undenworld in the 1920s is a story that been told in countless movies and books. 
The epitome of social banditry Robin Hood continues to have his legendary feats 
recast on the silver screen, the most recent version in 1991. Modem social 
banditry has not been treated in same light or reverence. This section explores 
the meaning and the aftermath of collective violence in South LA’s uprising of 
1965. Modern social banditry’s struggle to overthrow an unjust order has turned 
out to be paradox for the people that rebelled; while there were attempts to 
reinvent South LA following the 1965 uprising, much of that promised has turned 
into disappointment for the depressed community.
"... To light up Chicago, Detroit and New York, it takes billions and billions 
of watts, to light up Los Angeles, it took only one Watts....”’ The above line is 
taken from a poem chanted by the Watts Prophets, a group of performance
59
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
60
artists who roamed the streets of South LA in 1965. While the poem speaks 
about the Watts district, it really tells the story of the violence that changed South 
LA in August 1965. There is some truth that it took a major racial uprising to 
make all Angelenos and the rest the nation fully grasp the turmoil at work in the 
inner city. Modem social banditry is about overthrowing an unjust system that 
has failed to serve the needs of the people. After the fires and shooting stopped, 
there were governmental commissions that investigated the uprising, discussions 
about police reform, and the revitalization of South LA. More than thirty years 
after the arrest of Marquette Frye, the question remains: did the community gain 
in anyway from the uprising?
Social banditry in South LA's uprising worked to produce an awareness 
and a sense of pride in the community that is visible to this very day. Stan Myles 
contends that people felt joy and euphoria after the uprising because the 
community felt they were able to overthrow a tyrannical master.^  The sense of 
victory gained from this battle against oppressive forces has led some to insist 
that South LA’s uprising was a key factor in the growth of Black Nationalism 
during the 1960s. According to Gerald Home, the South LA uprising helped 
create a movement toward ethnic nationalism that served to fill an ideological 
void created by the suppressing of city’s left wing during the Red Scare of the 
postwar period.^
Home’s claim is not completely invalid when one considers that most 
people in Los Angeles felt African-American leadership prior to the uprising was
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ineffective. Home’s contention about the Red Scare is a topic that needs further 
examination since leaders that sought altematives to civil right problems 
plaguing the city during the postwar period were discredited as communists.
Tommy Jacquette believes that African-Americans in Los Angeles needed 
to assert themselves in this violent manner because their leaders were failing 
miserably at bring about any semblance of change. He sees the uprising as 
“being a unity call for us as a people, for it was one of the few historical times 
where we as people saw the need to protect our community from racism and 
institutional attacks.”^  A study undertaken by UCLA shortly after the uprising 
revealed that nearly one-third of South LA’s residents characterized the 
disturbance as a revolt to correct injustices suffered by African-Americans.®
The cultural nationalism that was an outgrowth of the uprising was 
definitely assisted by the continual abuse of South LA’s citizens by law 
enforcement. Many citizens terrorized by the LAPD before, during, and after the 
uprising felt the need to take the law in their own hands as measure of 
protection. Consequently, many of the same urban vigilantes were prime 
candidates for nationalist groups that flourished in South LA later in the decade. 
The Nation of Islam (NOI), the Black Panther Party (BPP) and United Slaves 
(US) all benefited from the communal awareness that developed in South LA 
after the uprising.
The cases of Earl Leon Anthony and William Shorty are examples of how 
resentment towards the establishment and being treated less than human by
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police can lure ordinary citizens to be swept up the nationalistic tide. The lack of 
communal protection from oppressive authorities in South LA inspired Anthony to 
establish a Los Angles chapter of the militant BPP in 1966.® Shorty, a car wash 
attendant, did not have an ideological slant on ethnic or political issues to speak 
of in 1965. During the uprising, he was beaten by LAPD officers and told he 
better be careful for "they had not shot a nigger since yesterday.”^  Many ordinary 
people victimized like Shorty and Anthony were driven to nationalistic crusades 
by the blatant flouting of their lack of rights by LAPD and others. The fulmination 
of this anger is reflected by the uprising's violent nature and the growth of black 
nationalism in the city after 1965.
The actions of police officers triggered such events. While many studies 
have discussed at great length the relationship between law enforcement and 
the residents of South LA and the attempt to implement police reform following 
the uprising, only in the past few years have scholars began to examine what law 
enforcement's reaction was to collective anarchy in Los Angeles. Gerald Horne 
argues that shortly after the first officer was killed during the uprising, “what had 
started as community revolt against the police transformed into a police revolt 
against the community.”®
The severity of which the uprising was crushed by the police and the 
National Guard leads credence to Home’s assertion. During the comer’s 
inquests of people killed in the uprising, all cases dealing with participants with 
the exception of one being accidental, were ruled justifiable homicides. In many
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cases, there were questionable circumstances in the deaths of these people. 
Former LA mayor Tom Bradley, then a city council member, remarked some of 
his former comrades in the LAPD admitted shooting people without probable 
justification.® This type of indiscriminate killing of African-Americans has worked 
to further exacerbate tensions between the community and police. Tommy 
Jacquette acerbily insists that “white people could not have been killed at this 
rate and the police department continue to function as it does today.”’® A study 
of police shootings in South LA from January 1962 to July 1965, reveal that 
Jacquette’s complaints are not without merit. Attomey Hugh Manes maintains 
that of the sixty-five shooting deaths of South LA residents during this period by 
police officers, only one case ended up with a coroner’s verdict of unjustifiable 
homicide. In half of these cases, the victims were suspected of theft or other 
non-violent crimes, and some had committed no offense at the time of the 
shooting.” The historically unequal distribution of justice by law enforcement in 
South LA provided its citizens with the moral justification to defend the 
community against a hostile oppressor.
Widespread collective banditry in South LA’s uprising has indeed 
transformed LAPD into a more militaristic unit. Mike Davis, a chronicler of left- 
wing activity in Los Angeles, states the LAPD’s failed militaristic approaches in 
1965 forced the department to develop a more totalitarian strategy in dealing 
with urban guerilla warfare. Increased intelligence and army style surveillance 
became the modus operandi of the LAPD in South LA following the uprising.’^
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Although the department’s draconian methods were a major cause of the 
uprising, the general perception was that department needed to become tougher 
because of the humiliation of having the National Guard help them clean up 
problem they were not equipped to handle. The vigilante actions of South LA and 
their perception of victory was too much of a insult for a department that had a 
reputation and self-image of being the world’s toughest and finest. Instead of 
working to ease tensions with the residents of South LA, after the uprising, the 
police have continued to find ways to breed a climate of fear within the 
community. This legacy remains evident thirty years later as many people that 
participated in the uprising are still afraid to comment on their actions in 1965 
because of a fear of police reprisal.
Following 1965, police reprisal was not only threat facing South LA, the 
uprising torched and ruined many business. Economic reprisal directed towards 
the community that dared to lash out against against oppression is a 
consequence many residents have had to contend with in wake of the uprising.
A local barber, whose shop was gutted during the insurrection summed up the 
feelings about future of business in the area by remarking that he and others 
were doubtful because “I can’t trust these people anymore.”’® The lack of trust 
by outside capital is evident today as South LA residents in some ways have less 
services than they had in 1965. Consumer-oriented stores like Target, which has 
seventy-three discount outlets in Southem California, are not present in South 
LA.”* Economic abandonment caused by social banditry has left South LA’s half-
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million residents facing the same consumer problems that played a key role in 
the 1965 uprising. A dearth of good consumer services because of a fear to 
locate in the region has left residents still complaining about paying higher 
prices, seeing shoddy merchandise in stores, and traveling long distances for 
goods that most Southem Califomians find in their neighborhoods.’®
A disjointed community without the cultural amenities that make an area 
a desirable place to reside is a legacy that many residents believe is unjust 
punishment for a communal protest. Dr. Eamest H. Smith, Associate Professor 
at South LA’s Martin Luther King Jr./Drew Center, complains that the lack of 
theaters and family oriented activities in the community are direct result of the 
uprising. He insists that without these services in the neighborhood. South LA 
can not really call itself a community.’® The 1991 opening of a Denny’s 
restaurant in Watts symbolizes harsh realities of capital flight by its designation 
of being the first sit-down restaurant to be opened in that area since 1965.’  ^ The 
collective protest against economic oppression has not brought the communal 
renewal that it hoped to achieve. Instead of modem shopping complexes there 
has been an increase of liquor and convenience stores in South LA. A 1993 
demographic profile reveals that liquor stores are more present in South LA than 
any other area of the city.’® Instead of a revitalized community thriving with new 
business, social banditry has helped breed drug and alcohol abuse among its 
downtrodden residents.
The effect of communal substance abuse following the uprising has had a
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disastrous effect for South LA’s youth. Increased crime and gang activity is yet 
another shortcoming of the collective uprising. The well publicized gang problem 
in South LA is widely believed to have its roots in the vigilante activity of 1965. 
Before the uprising gang activity consisted of fist fights between neighborhood 
gangs that appear petty by the scope of today’s violence. The vigilante 
atmosphere that overtook South LA led many youths to emulate the black 
militaristic groups like the BPP and US, which became symbols of communal 
resistance after the uprising. The subsequent suppressing of these nationalistic 
groups by the FBI, local law enforcement and rivaling factions created a 
leadership void which South LA street gangs have sought to fill. Crips and 
Bloods, two of South LA’s powerful street gangs have taken the lead from their 
predecessors to act as purveyors of vigilante justice in their neighborhoods. The 
ironic twist is these gangs are not interested in upholding community justice as 
the social outlaws of the 1960s were, rather they are seeking to control the 
area’s lucrative drug trade.’®
Chronic unemployment and the lack of jobs for African-Americans is 
attributed to many of the socioeconomic ills plaguing South LA in the 1990s. The 
lack of jobs created by capital flight and a depressed economy have driven many 
African Americans living in the inner-city to engage in criminal behavior. Placing 
the blame on the government has been easy target by those who feel its lack of 
involvement in revitalizing the poverty-stricken community is at fault for decaying 
conditions in the inner-city. Government invention following the uprising is a saga
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of unfilled promised and temporary solutions to chronic problems. After 1965, 
there was hope that government officials could develop long-term remedies to 
forestall future rebellions by disgruntled citizens. The final analysis on whether 
these programs and polices have worked to make South LA better appears to 
say they are disappointing failure. Shortages of funding, political bickering, and a 
down-spiraling economy have only rekindled the spirit of rebellion in South LA.
The cataclysmic events in Los Angeles during the 1965 insurrection 
provided federal and local officials with a dilemma that provides the key to 
understanding why the same socioeconomic inequities exist today. Government 
agencies were faced with solving the problems of a community that was in dire 
need of help while not angering the taxpayers who would fund these programs 
by rewarding communal banditry. The uprising came during a time when liberals 
were feeling the sting of a consenrative backlash that believed they had gone too 
far in the crusade for civil liberties. The brazen activities of those who challenged 
the established authority in South LA were broadcast throughout a terrified 
nation, and the threat of having this type of vigilante activity spread to other cities 
was a legitimate concern to policy makers. In the end the fear of widespread 
rebellion in America’s cities outweighed the negative fallout of disgruntled 
constituents who may have felt the only thing these bandits deserved was the 
insides of prison cell.
Widespread collective social banditry in South LA initially produced the 
results that its participants sought. Shortly after the chaos had subsided the
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federal government began implementing programs that would supposedly bring 
about the long desired change. On September 2,1965, the Johnson 
Administration approved forty-nine projects for the depressed areas of South LA 
at cost of $8.5 million. These programs intended to assist needy families, 
improve schools, and create jobs for the jobless proletariat in South LA. While 
educational reform was a realistic goal, some of the govemment’s far­
sightedness was not feasible. Among these projects that bordered on the 
ludicrous was President Johnson's Secretary of Agriculture Orville Freeman’s 
Opportunity Homesteads. In a plan that was a flashback from the days of 
Reconstruction, Freeman sought to alleviate overcrowding in South LA by 
offering African-Americans a chance to take up subsistence farming as means to 
escape poverty.^ ®
This reincarnation of nineteenth-century idealism and Great Society 
optimism was a direct response to the highly accepted belief that the all 
participants in the uprising came from rural areas in the South. It was a common 
perception that African Americans who migrated from the Cotton Belt revolted 
because they could not cope with the difficulty with making the transition from 
rural agrarian life to the fast pace of urban America.®’ As well meaning as 
proposals like this were, they were guilty of not having the insight into a 
community that would have of given better guidance in trying find solutions for 
the area’s problems. A careful analysis of South LA’s demographics would have 
pointed out that the great influx of southem African-Americans coming to that
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region occurred during the 1940s, meaning they had been fully integrated into 
the urban milieu for more than a generation.®® This idealistic solution and others 
aimed at helping the poor fell prey to budget cuts brought on by the escalating 
costs of America’s involvement in the Vietnam War.
As the Johnson Administration began to wage a war on two fronts, local 
and state officials were struggling to fend off an impending civil war between the 
residents of South LA and the established order. The uprising came on the eve 
of gubematorial election in Califomia and social banditry became a key 
campaign issue. Governor Edmund G. (Pat) Brown and his Democratic party 
were put on the spot by the uprising and perhaps faced a tougher job than 
President Johnson in trying maintain political longevity. The violent overtones of 
collective banditry and the prospect of rewarding those who were activity 
involved in the destruction of South LA gave conservatives plenty of ammunition 
in their bid to unseat the liberal governor. Brown's response to growing tension in 
his polarized state was to form a commission that would examine the causes of 
the uprising and find solutions to prevent further unrest.
On August 24,1965, Brown assembled a commission of prominent 
nonpartisan citizens to investigate the unrest in South LA. He chose John A. 
McCone, former head of the Central Intelligence Agency, to oversee the inquiry. 
The conservative McCone was chosen to forestall fears a liberal commission 
would handle the social outlaws in South LA with “kid gloves.”®® Governor Brown 
gave the commission 100 days to explore and find a solution to the malaise in
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South LA that was jeopardizing the political future of many high ranking officials. 
The commission conducted sixty-four meetings, interviewed 530 witnesses and 
operated three offices in South LA. From the beginning there were ideological 
divisions over police reform and devising a strategy to convince the residents in 
South LA that the commission was not another whitewash.
On December 2,1965, the commission delivered a 101-page report that 
was designed to be universally understood by all parties interested in the 
problems of South LA. The commission addressed issues such as police reform, 
education, transportation, and better health care facilities for the depressed area. 
While better transportation and health care improvements were enacted, many 
recommendations were left on the drawing board because of political infighting 
and insufficient funding. The major disappointment of the report was its failure to 
admonish the LAPD for their actions that led to the uprising.
It is doubtful that America’s best minds could have solved South LA's 
problems in 100 weeks, let alone 100 days. Despite the short time given it, the 
committee must be commended for overcoming factionalism, skepticism, and 
time constraints. In South LA many people still feel the McCone Commission 
offered nothing more than cosmetic solutions to a long-term problem. Earl Leon 
Anthony agrees that McCone Commission did a very superficial job of looking 
into the problems of South LA because “it did not reach out to the person on 
street and treated the uprising as an isolated event, instead of the forerunner to 
larger problems."®'* Tommy Jacquette saw the report and its unkept promised as
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part of a repeating cycle that did not come full circle in terms of solving the larger 
problem.®®
To say that all of needs of those who fought the battle against oppression 
in 1965 were neglected by the McCone Commission is a gross 
misrepresentation. Mervyn Demally, South LA’s assemblyman in 1965 and one 
of the commission’s seventy members, maintains that the report was a success 
given its limitations. Despite his partisan view, Demally is correct in noting that 
improved bus service and the Drew-King medical center provided services the 
people in South LA never before had.®® Tommy Jacquette is not so sanguine in 
his evaluation of the commission’s accomplishments such as improved 
transportation and a community hospital. In true social banditry rhetoric, he 
argues that these improvements “were hard fought battles that supreme 
sacrifices were made and this progress was based on political expediency and 
civil unrest, as opposed to something we as citizens are entitled by law.”®^
While debate over whether social banditry in South LA was rewarded or 
punished by the McCone report has waned, there are still lingering effects that 
haunt residents thirty years later. During the uprising officials designated a forty- 
six square mile area of South LA as the curfew zone. People residing within this 
area were ordered to stay inside for their protection until the martial law style 
conditions subsided. In the 101-page McCone Commission report there was a 
map of the curfew zone enclosed. Thirty years after the uprising residents still 
feel they are being persecuted for living within this zone of unrest. Mervyn
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Demally alleges that the way in which the map was drawn stigmatized South LA. 
His main contention is that the map went beyond the scope of the insurrection to 
include all of the areas where African-Americans lived. In April 1995, Demally 
commented “that map was done in error, and in hindsight is a major disservice to 
those who reside in South LA, for it prevented them from getting insurance and 
loans.”®®
Along with the socioeconomic reprisals, social banditry has left South LA 
residents more socially isolated from other Angeleno's than in 1965. Historically, 
Southem Califomians have expended considerable energy and money 
distancing themselves from the South LA. Stanford University Professor Clay 
Carson believes that there was a conscious effort to call the uprising the Watts 
Riot so it would not stain Los Angeles' image on an international level.®® 
Communal violence has worked to stigmatized South LA's as an area filled with 
low lifes and criminal deviants. Regina Greene, a student at Califomia State 
University, San Bernardino, in 1985, complained that when she mentioned her 
South LA’s roots at school, people gave her disparaging looks. Greene feels that 
she has to work harder to prove that people from South LA are not a bunch of 
wild animals.®® The negative stereotypes attached to South LA and Watts in 
particular are symbols residents are fighting a lifelong battle to erase. Grace 
Payne, a member of the Los Angeles Harbor Commission and lifelong resident, 
prefaces every speech about the Watts District with the reminder that “the area is 
a community, not a riot.”®’
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Social banditry and its repercussions have produced a climate of self- 
assertiveness that has enabled residents to make attempts at reinventing the 
area's image. The hope of building a positive reputation for South LA has 
inspired many citizens to become actively involved in the revitalization of their 
community. Citizens like the late Ted Watkins have used their resources to 
provide job training, affordable housing, and develop small business within the 
community. Watkins, through his Watts Labor Foundation Committee, was able 
to raise over $ 1 million to help homeless people get off the streets and provide a 
better life themselves.®® The city-run Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA) 
has worked to integrate South LA into the commercial sphere of the sprawling 
metropolis. Improvements like the routing of the Metro Blue and Green lines to 
give residents better access to jobs and services in outlaying areas are just one 
example of the city’s attempt to erase neglect. Some residents are suspicious of 
the city’s motivations for revitalizing South LA. There is a belief that the CRA’s 
goal is to make South LA commercially attractive so they can finally force 
minorities from the area. South LA's close proximity to Los Angeles International 
Airport, the suburban hamlets of Orange County, and commercial area's of the 
downtown district make this fear a legitimate concern for area residents.®®
The uprising’s greatest is legacy is not the goodwill enacted by residents 
and government agencies seeking to modemize South LA, rather it is the harsh 
fact that the area remains a tinder box for collective violence. Since 1965, 
immigration from Latin America and Asia has worked to change the perception of
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South LA being a monocultural zone. At the time of the uprising the African- 
American population in South LA was about eighty-five percent of people 
residing in that area. In 1992, the African-American and Latino populations were 
roughly the same. This change in ethnic demographics in a historically 
depressed area has produced a different kind of interracial conflict. Competition 
for a limited amount of jobs, services, and political clout have forced African- 
Americans to redirect their focus from civil rights to economic survival. The 
presence of renewed interracial conflict in South LA is sowing the seeds for 
future collective violence among the two struggling races.®^
Even though African-Americans are having a hard time coping with their 
eroding power base in South LA, the source for collective violence against 
another ethnic group has been with Asians as opposed to Latinos. While there 
was great bittemess between African-Americans and Jewish merchants in South 
LA during the 1960s, Korean Merchants have became the targets for communal 
wrath in the 1990s. African-Americans and Jewish political activists formed 
political coalitions in wake of the destruction of 1965 to help cool the tensions 
between the two groups. The 1973 election of African-American Tom Bradley as 
the mayor of Los Angeles is the crowning achievement of this alliance between 
former ethnic rivals.®®
While Jewish merchants have moved out of South LA, Koreans have 
moved in to fill the commercial void. In a strikingly similar vein of an earlier 
generation, African-Americans and Latinos have complained the Korean
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merchants are involved exploitative business practices. A lack of cultural 
understanding between the different ethnic groups has recreated the anger and 
resentment that caused South LA to explode in 1965. Accusations of being 
charged higher prices, the refusal not to hire other minorities, and the tendency 
by Korean merchants to label area residents as criminal deviants have produced 
a feeling of deja vu in South LA.®®
The escalation of racial tensions and socioeconomic woes in South LA 
during the 1980s and 1990s have demonstrated the futility of the collective 
banditry of the 1960s. The 1965 uprising was a rude awakening to an American 
society that knew little about the problems of the inner-city. South LA was the 
first of a series of urban rebellions across the nation that resulted from 
institutional racial bias in jobs, housing, and education in African-American 
communities by Euro-American dominated govemments and corporations. As a 
result, opportunities became available for the community that were not feasible 
before the uprising. The McCone Commission addressed South LA's 
socioeconomic inequities and President Johnson's Great Society programs 
attempted to fund some superficial solutions. At the same time, African- 
Americans were able to view social protests such as the 1965 uprising with a 
sense of pride. Their collective actions proved they could revolt against 
oppressive forces if their cause was just and moral. Despite some improvements 
and increased opportunities for minorities, the promises generated by social 
banditry and collective violence against oppression have gone unfulfilled. While
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it is true that Los Angeles can boast of having many high ranking minority civic 
leaders, this progress has not transcended to people in the lower strata.
The stinging realities of shattered dreams are visible everywhere in South 
LA today. Minority children still attend second-rate segregated schools and are 
more likely to be imprisoned then they were before the uprising. According to 
figures cumulated by the 1990 census, the median household income for South 
LA was thirty-two percent less than the county-wide average.®  ^The uprising’s 
hope to end economic oppression has not transformed South LA into thriving 
community where people are enjoying the fruits of the American dream. 1992 
figures claim the unemployment rate for South LA residents was an astonishing 
forty percent.®® The uprising’s promise of overthrowing an unjust system has 
produced a climate of hopelessness and neglect that may reignite the flame of 
rebellion.
The failure of social banditry to reinvent South LA is best epitomized in the 
tragic life of the man whose arrest sparked the uprising. Marquette Frye’s elusive 
battle to gain self-respect in wake of the uprising’s destruction illuminates the 
disappointment of a generation’s struggle with oppression. In the years following 
the uprising, Frye was viewed as hero in the battle to overcome tyrannical forces. 
The fame he garnered after the arrest made him easy target for those who 
believed he was responsible for the trouble that forever changed the city. 
Following his fateful stop at 116th and Avalon, Frye was arrested thirty-nine 
times, mainly on suspicion. One time the police claimed he was part of a plot to
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assassinate Senator Hubert Humphrey. Continued police harassment made it 
difficult for Frye to maintain steady employment. Every time an employer would 
find out his true identity, Frye was terminated on the spot. The pressure of living 
up to status he never wanted led Frye to down the path of self destruction. 
Alcohol and drugs became his only escape from a hell created by a desire not to 
mistreated by a police officer. After years of substance abuse, police 
harassment, and a failure to see positive change, Marquette Frye died of 
pneumonia on Christmas Eve night in 1986 at the age of 42.®®
The tragic story of Marquette Frye represents the failed promise of social 
banditry’s quest to implement communal justice. The uprising was suppose to 
change things for the better in South LA, but instead the area is probably worse 
off in the 1990s. The cruel irony is that failure to understand the conditions that 
precipitated the 1965 uprising led to another explosion in that area twenty-seven 
years later. The characters were different, but the same message of citizens 
rebelling against an unjust were present. The collective violence in the 1992 Los 
Angeles riots uprising demonstrates that social banditry can flourish in a modern 
egalitarian society.
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Chapter 5
PARALLEL LINES: 
MARQUETTE FRYE TO RODNEY KING
..."I think they (blacks) have realized that it would be total insanity to do 
that again, there's a clear belief that the Los Angeles Police Department would 
not allow it to happen the way it did before. We would stop it the first n ight.The  
above statement concerning the improbability of future collective violence in 
South LA was made by LAPD chief Daryl F. Gates in 1985. Gates, a disciple of 
former LAPD chief William Parker, fell prey to same cockiness that undermined 
his department’s response to violence in South LA twenty years earlier. Events 
seven years later in South LA proved the chief was a poor prognosticator of 
future unrest. Collective violence displaying the same opportunism of the social 
bandits of an earlier generation again engulfed Los Angeles in 1992. Most of the 
principal actors had changed, but the same socioeconomic woes and claims of 
police brutality still existed in South LA.
A routine traffic stop ignited the 1965 uprising, twenty-seven years later an 
arrest with violent overtones rekindled vigilante activity in Los Angeles. This time 
the arrest was broadcast nationwide thanks to the technological advances 
available to the everyday consumer. On March 3, 1991 an unemployed African-
81
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American construction worker was stopped by LAPD and California Highway 
Patrol officers after high-speed chase in the Northeast section of the city. In an 
eerie flashback to another time, the motorist, twenty-seven-year-old Rodney G. 
King was taken from his vehicle and beaten severely by the arresting officers. 
Unlike Marquette Frye's arrest in 1965, this incident was captured on videotape 
by man who was trying out his new camcorder from a nearby apartment.
Amateur cameraman George Holiday sold the footage to local media outlets who 
proceeded to broadcast to a shocked nation a symbol of oppression that African- 
Americans living in South LA knew too well. The repeated broadcast of four 
Euro-American officers beating an African-American motorist reignited a flame 
whose ashes were still smoldering from 1965.^
In a sense the true failure of the McCone Commission can be summed by 
viewing the fuzzy images of that warm March night. The unwillingness of 
commission to tighten the reigns of the authoritarian LAPD produce an 
boomerang that lashed back at Los Angeles. Public resentment about the King 
beating was not limited to African-Americans as the graphic images of officers 
pulverizing a helpless motorist sicken an entire nation. The fires of rebellion this 
time had the sympathy of people who felt the law had gone beyond the duty of 
protecting and serving the needs of the people.
Four officers in the beating were indicted and forced to stand trial for the 
abuse of police power. Defense attorneys for the accused officers were 
successfully able to have the trial moved on the grounds their clients could not
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receive a fair trial in Los Angeles. The proceedings were moved to the Ventura 
County suburb of Simi Valley, an area where a high number of LAPD officers 
live. With its geopolitical implications, the trial featured a jury that had no people 
of color on it. In a widely perceived nationally televised whitewash, the officers 
were acquitted of the charge of police brutality on April 29,1992. At that moment 
the tension hanging over Los Angeles like a black cloud erupted in firestorm that 
was reminiscent of a hot night nearly twenty seven years earlier.
In a uprising that was put down in half the time it took to stamp out the 
1965 rebellion, more damage and death was recorded this time. The parallels 
from 1965 were so astonishing it was if someone had turn the clock back. Like 
1965, armed vigilantes roamed around South LA attacking people and property.
A Euro-American truck driver’s beating captured from a television camera on 
helicopter returned the searing image of groups of bandits stoning motorists in 
the same area in 1965. Once again the LAPD was ill-prepared to handle the 
situation and the outlaws were able to perceive they were in charge of the 
streets. Chief Gates, whose bold claim that this type of insurrection would never 
happened in Los Angeles again, attended a banquet instead of trying to stop the 
violence before it got out of hand. As result of the department’s delayed 
response, the National Guard was forced to come in and clean up a situation the 
LAPD could not handle. This time collective violence in Los Angeles came at 
even greater price than it did in 1965. In the 1992 uprising at least fifty-two 
deaths were recorded and there were over 16,000 people arrested for their part
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in reviving social banditry. Korean businesses were target of bandits this time 
around and they absorbed heavy financial losses as result of this collective 
justice. Damage to business and other structures in Los Angeles attributed to 
the unrest came in at an estimated $ 1 billion.^  There were more than 10,000 
businesses destroyed and with them a loss of 40,000 jobs further disabling the 
city’s depressed economy.*
Just as the tally sheet taken from damage report in 1965 did not tell the 
full story of a community revolt, the same fact can be said about 1992 uprising. 
The King beating was a small part of the underlying problems that caused 
collective violence to erupt in 1992. Ethnic tensions, a depressed economy, and 
police brutality were at heart this unrest. An examination of these contributing 
factors explain how the scope of collective banditry has become a multicultural 
phenomenon in late twentieth-century America. In particular racial tension 
among people of color not present in 1965 appears to of created a new strain 
urban vigilantism . Since the 1960s the racial composition of South LA has been 
radically altered. African-Americans no longer are the majority in South LA, for 
they share the crowded zone with Asian and Latino immigrants. This influx of 
different races has created cultural and socioeconomic conflicts that manifested 
themselves in the 1992 uprising.
The October 1991, shooting of La Tasha Harlins, a fifteen-year-old 
African-American girl accused of shoplifting, by a Korean grocer increased 
growing tensions in the new South LA. The grocer was given a sentence of
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probation for her part in the violent death of a juvenile/ Marlins' death was 
captured on videotape and the repeated broadcasts of the shooting intensified 
the violent climate between the two races. The shooting of Harlins and the 
beating of Rodney King are two threads that symbolized the festering 
resentment of minorities in Southern California. These two isolated unrelated 
incidents serve as the backdrop for the return of collective violence in South LA.
Looters during the 1992 unrest, believing that Korean merchants did not 
respect the people in the community, struck back at oppression by helping 
themselves to groceries, alcoholic drinks, and household appliances as if they 
were entitled these goods. Mike Dreebin, a fifth-grade teacher in South LA, 
believes that this type of collective violence was not directed against all Korean 
merchants, rather it was a protest directed towards people who repeatedly were 
notorious for “rip-off practices. He argues that the 1992 uprising was driven by 
economic desperation and class resentment as opposed to racial bias.^
The fact that Korean businesses such as travel agencies and beauty 
shops were left intact during the 1992 uprisings lends credence to Dreebin’s 
assertions. Even so, African-Americans merchants as they had done in 1965, 
tried to ride the vigilante sentiment by allying with the crusaders waging war 
against oppression. Businesses were marked by color distinctions as a means to 
avoid the fury of choleric mob. Merchants under the fire of the uprising employed 
the spirit of the vigilante tradition by standing their ground in face of a relentless 
attack. A lasting memory of the 1992 uprising is the news footage of Korean
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merchants involved in a gun battle with social bandits in South LA /
The multicultural dimension of the 1992 uprising is a distinct difference 
from the violence of 1965. Earl Leon Anthony contends that the 1965 uprising 
was strictly a black protest against white oppression.^  The conspicuous absence 
of Latinos from the 1965 uprising is attributed to the fact that most resided in the 
eastern sections of the city.® The numbers of people arrested in 1965 show that 
over ninety percent were African-Americans.^ ® The multi-ethnic redistribution of 
South LA's demographic base paints a different picture in terms of determining 
who participated in the 1992 uprising. This time around African-Americans 
comprised only thirty percent those arrested for offenses related to communal 
banditry and arson. At thirty-seven percent of total arrested, Latinos have the 
distinction of being the plurality in the 1992 uprising. In addition, there were 
significant numbers of Euro-Americans who were incarcerated as result of the 
desire to share in the communal booty.” It must be pointed out that the 
breakdown of multi-ethnic representation for the number of those arrested may 
be in part to the wide geographic perimeters of the 1992 uprising.
Unlike the 1965 uprising, which was confined to patches of South LA, in 
1992 there were outbreaks of collective violence in all areas of the county.^  ^
Social banditry in the posher areas of the city such as Westwood and the San 
Fernando Valley mean that collective banditry is not necessarily restricted to the 
ghetto. The image of seeing well to do yuppies loot an upscale department store 
in the chic Melrose District brings home the fact collective banditry has
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transcended class levels and has people from all walks of life trying obtain 
material goods they believe they are entitled to.
While the ethnic composition of those who might be inspired to engage in 
acts of collective banditry has certainly evolved, the role of law enforcement 
being a major player in these types of insurrections has not. Social banditry 
usually thrives in environment where a local consensus believes law 
enforcement is ineffective and unjust. The beating of Rodney King illustrated to a 
unbelieving nation the violent nature of LAPD’s rule over the City of Angels. The 
anger and resentment of the officers being set free over this flagrant abuse of 
power has gave the citizens the justification to lash out at an unjust oppressor.
As the fires began to rise over Los Angeles in wake of the not guilty verdicts in 
the Rodney King trial, the chant “no justice, no peace, fuck the police,” could be 
heard throughout the troubled city.^ ®
In a rerun from the past, government officials again attempted to examine 
the causes of the 1992 uprising. The LAPD was the primary target of those 
seeking to find ways to prevent further outbreaks of collective violence in the city. 
This commission featured many of the same actors who failed to enact serious 
police reform a generation before. Warren Christopher, who was the deputy chief 
of the McCone Commission, was summoned to oversee if anything could be 
done to restore the public's confidence in law enforcement. While superficial 
changes have been enacted such as a civilian review to monitor police 
misconduct, there is still a widespread mistrust of the law in Los Angeles. Even
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though Los Angeles now has an African-American police chief, LAPD’s 
draconian methods have still not abated. The July 1992, shooting of an unarmed 
African-American truck driver in South LA by LAPD officers has done nothing to 
change perception of fear and resentment within the community.”
Modem social banditry and its tendency to breed collective violence is a 
symptom of a society that has not fully addressed the problems of 
socioeconomic inequality, racial and class bias, and the failure to make law 
enforcement more responsible for its reckless behavior. The multiethnic 
participation in the 1992 Los Angeles uprising suggests that collective banditry 
has even transcended even these symptoms. The great fear facing Southern 
California and the nation as its enters the twentieth-first century is the failure to 
address the basic problems of all classes may lead to collective violence in other 
areas. The spread of collective violence to image conscious Las Vegas after the 
Rodney King verdicts in April 1992 is proof that this apocalyptic threat is real.^ ®
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